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Neath Port Talbot County Council 
for Proposals for a Global Centre of Rail 
Excellence in Wales. (Statutory Pre-
application consultation) at Nant Helen 
Open Cast Coal Site Powys And, 
Onllwyn Distribution Centre,, Neath 
Port Talbot   

Pre-
application 
consultatio
n response

14 October 
2020

Delegated 
Decision

Town and Country Planning Act 1990 (as amended) 
Town and Country Planning (Development Management Procedure) (Wales) Order 2012 

Proposal: "Development of a Global Centre of Rail Excellence, comprising of two test tracks of loop 
configuration being an electrified high speed rolling stock test track of 6.9km in length and an electrified 
low speed infrastructure test track of 4.5km, with overhead line equipment (OLE) and dual platform 
station test environment; together with operations and control offices (including staff accommodation and 
welfare), shunter cabins (2 no.), research and development, education and training, rolling stock storage 
sidings and maintenance/cleaning/decommissioning facilities; and associated, drainage, internal vehicular 
accesses, branch line rail connection, staff and visitor car parking, lighting, electrical infrastructure 
(including substations and lineside shore supplies and transformers), fencing (perimeter security, acoustic 
and stock proof), land reformation and hard and soft landscaping on land at and surrounding the Nant 
Helen Surface Mine and the Onllwyn Washery, together with demolition of existing buildings/structures 
(cross-boundary application affecting land within Neath Port Talbot and Powys County Council 
administrative boundaries)."
Address: Land at and surrounding the Nant Helen Open Cast Coal site, Powys and Onllwyn Distribution 
Centre, Neath Port Talbot

The Authority welcomes feedback from agents and applicants on the quality of the service received For  further 
information, please visit  www.beacons-npa.gov.uk&planningsurvey to fill in a brief online survey.

Thank you for your pre-application consultation which we were made aware of on the 2Ist September 2020 
regarding the above.

We understand the Welsh Ministers intend to submit a planning application to Powys County 
Council and Neath Port Talbot Council for Global Centre of Rail Excellence at land at and 
surrounding Nant Helen Open Cast Coal site. The red outline for this proposal is located partly in 
Powys and partly in Neath Port Talbot but is approximately 50m away from the Brecon Beacons 
National Park Authority (NPA) boundary.

http://www.beacons-npa.gov.uk/


Global Centre of Rail Excellence project (see refs: 20/0738/FUL in Powys County and 2020/0362 
Neath Port

It is noted that planning permission has now been granted for an amended restoration scheme to 
facilitate the

Talbot) on part of the area now proposed to accommodate the latest proposal. The Brecon 
Beacons National Park Authority submitted comments to the respective authorities as part of 
the earlier planning application processes.

We set out below our understanding of the proposal and some background on the NPA's policy 
and legal context. The letter ends with our comments on the draft planning application 
submission available on the designated website.

Our understanding of the proposal
The draft submission states that the main proposed elements on the land at the Nant Helen 
opencast site (referred to as area 'A' in the submission) are for the following rail testing facility 
components:

 Electrified high-speed outer rail testing track (6.9 km) for performance testing of 
electric, battery, diesel/bi-modal and hydrogen-powered trains with a speed up to II0 
mph.

 Electrified low-speed inner rail testing track (4.5 km) for testing infrastructure - such 
as the track, sleepers and other formations, platforms and signalling as well as power 
and telecommunications equipment at a line speed of up to 40mph.

 Dual platform station environment (typical of the UK rail network) for the testing of 
train platform interfaces. The platforms will have sufficient length to serve 230m trains.

The draft submission states the main proposed elements on the Onllwyn washery site (referred to 
as part 'I' in the submission) relates to research, development, education and training, associated 
storage and maintenance facilities as follows:

 Research, development, education and training/conference centre — providing laboratory 
space for the collation and assessment of testing results as well as lay-down areas for 
equipment being tested.

 An operations and control centre/office from which testing activities would be managed.
 Staff facilities.
 Rolling stock storage/sidings.
 Rolling stock maintenance facility for trains undergoing testing at the facility.
 25kv overhead line equipment (OLE) infrastructure.
 Related infrastructure to include access routes, staff car parking, drainage, lighting, 

mobile and land-based communications 'hyper-connectivity', CCTV, perimeter/security 
fencing (including acoustic mitigation as required), Neath and Brecon Branch Line 
connection and signalling upgrade.

The submission states that the various elements are proposed to be operational between 2023 and 
2025 and are proposed to be delivered in three phases. The Globel Centre of Rail Excellence is 
intended to operate 24/7 and is anticipated to employ around I20 staff.

The test tracks themselves will not require lighting except it is stated potentialy at the test station 
platforms. Lighting is required at the depot site for safety and this is stated as being intended to be 
low-level, bollard style lighting.

Background
Policy and legal context



Section 63 of the Environment Act (I995) sets out the statutory purposes of the National Park 
as follows:-

 To conserve and enhance the natural beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage of the National 
Park; and

 To promote opportunities for the public understanding and enjoyment of the special 
qualities of the National Park

In accordance with section 62(2) of the Environment, any relevant Authority shall have 
regard to National Park purposes when performing any functions in relation to, or so as to 
affect, land in a National Park. Relevant Authorities include public bodies, government 
departments, local authorities and statutory undertakers.

The Special Qualities of the National Park may be significantly impacted by development 
proposals on the fringes of the National Park. The Brecon Beacons National Park Management 
Plan 20I5 -2020 defines the Special Qualities of the Brecon Beacons National Park as follows:

 A National Park offering peace and tranquility with opportunities for quiet enjoyment, 
inspiration, relaxation and spiritual renewal.

 A feeling of vitality and healthfulness that comes from enjoying the Park's fresh air, clean 
water, rural setting, open land and locally produced foods.

 A sense of place and cultural identity - "Welshness" - characterised by the use of the 
indigenous Welsh language, religious and spiritual connections, unique customs and 
events, traditional foods and crafts, relatively unspoilt historic towns, villages and family 
farms. The continued practices of traditional skills developed by local inhabitants to live 
and earn a living here, such as common land practices and grazing.

 A sense of discovery where people are able to explore the Park's hidden secrets and stories 
such as genealogical histories, prehistoric ritual sites, medieval rural settlements, early 
industrial sites, local myths, legends and geological treasures.

 The Park's sweeping grandeur and outstanding natural beauty observed across a variety of 
harmoniously connected landscapes, including marvellous gorges and waterfalls, classic karst 
geology with caves and sinkholes, contrasting glacial landforms such as cliffs and broad valleys 
carved from old red sandstone and prominent hilltops with extensive views in all directions.

 A working, living "patchwork" of contrasting patterns, colours, and textures comprising of 
well-maintained farmed landscapes, open uplands, lakes and meandering rivers punctuated by 
small-scale woodlands, country lanes, hedgerows, stone walls and scattered settlements.

 Extensive and widespread access to the Park's diversity of wildlife and richness of semi-
natural habitats, such as native woodlands, heathland and grassland, natural lakes and 
riparian habitats, ancient hedgerows, limestone pavement and blanket bogs including 
those of international and national importance.

 In the context of the UK, geographically rugged, remote and challenging landscapes.
 Enjoyable and accessible countryside with extensive, widespread and varied opportunities to 

pursue walking, cycling, fishing, water-based activities and other forms of sustainable recreation 
or relaxation.

 An intimate sense of community where small, pastoral towns and villages are comparatively 
safe, friendly, welcoming and retain a spirit of cooperation.

Planning Policy Wales (PPW) (Edition I0) acknowledges the statutory purposes of National Parks and 
references the "Sandford Principle", whereby if there is a conflict between the statutory purposes, 



greater weight shall be given to the first purpose of conserving and enhancing the natural beauty, 
wildlife and cultural heritage. PPW states that "planning authorities have a statutory duty to have regard 
to National Parks and AONB purposes. This duty applies in relation to all activities affecting National Parks 
and AONBs, whether those activities lie within, or in the setting of, the designated areas" (see para 6.3.5).

Draft Planning Application Submission Package
We have reviewed the draft submission — principally the document entitled 'Consultation Document' 
as well as the draft Environmental Statement, Transport Assessment, Masterplan, Site Location Plan, 
planning application forms and Planning and Design and Access Statement. We consider the key 
issues which have the potential to impact on the National Park Authority's statutory purposes and 
special qualities are primarily in relation to landscape and visual impact. We make the following 
comments on the draft submission on these topic areas:

Landscape and Visual Impacts
I. Night-time assessment: we note the Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment (LVIA) 

currently 
omits a night-time assessment. This assessment is required in order to understand the full 
impact on the National Park and the near-by Dark Sky Reserve. We understand this 
assessment is in hand and look forward to commenting on this in due course.

2. Visual effects: The Environmental Statement outlines that there would be residual 
effects to 4 visual receptors following the establishment of mitigation planting at year 
I5. Viewpoints 2, 3 and 9 having moderate adverse beyond the I5 years and viewpoint 
14 having a major adverse impact. Three out of four of these viewpoints are from 
within the National Park. On this basis the National Park Authority still has very 
significant concern with the proposal and requires further planting mitigation to be 
incorporated in areas around the northern and eastern areas of the Washery site and 
also use of other means to intergrate the development into the landscape to be 
detailed (e.g. use of green or brown roofs etc).

3. Landscape effects: The Environmental Statement outlines moderate adverse effects on the 
landscape during construction and during the operation landscape impacts are moderate 
adverse with the impact of the mitigation planting taking at year 15 changing two out of 
three landscape character areas to have minor adverse landscape impacts. The National 
Park Authority maintains significant concern with the proposal's impact on the special 
qualities of the National Park(

4. Effective management and monitoring of mitigation planting: the basis of much of the 
landscape and visual conclusions outlined in the Environmental Statement are on 
assumption that the proposed mitigation planting establishes itself as expected in the I5-
year period. It is also noted that some of the specific detail on the planting is stated 'to be 
developed at detailed design stage' and there is also a planning condition attached to the 
earthworks permission requiring further detail too. The National Park Authority has 
outlined reservations regarding the adequacy/effectiveness of this mitigation measures in 
reality (see previous comments on the earthworks application) and has outlined above, 
the need for additional mitigation around the Washery site in particular. The National 
Park requests that the determining Planning Authorities and the applicant gives careful 
consideration to the mechanism to ensure the long-term management and maintenance 
of this planting but also that consideration is given to an appropriate mechanism for the 
effective monitoring of landscape and visual effects in the future. It is the National Park 
Authority's view that effective monitoring may require (more numerous time interval) 
photomontages in the Environmental Statement to enable effective 



comparisons/monitoring to be undertaken in the future (and interventions to be made is 
required).

Conclusion
Based on the comments above, the Brecon Beacons National Park Authority currently has very 
significant concern that the proposal will have adverse impacts on one of the National Park's 
statutory purposes — namely "to conserve and enhance the natural beauty, wildlife and cultural 
heritage of the National Park". The NPA also have very significant concern that the proposal will 
adversely impact on three of the Special Qualities of the Park — its "sweeping grandeur and 
outstanding natural beauty", "a National Park offering peace and tranquillity with opportunities for 
quiet enjoyment, inspiration, relaxation and spiritual renewal" and
the "working, living "patchwork" of contrasting patterns, colours, and textures".

We trust the above comments are of assistance however if you wish to discuss any aspect further 
please do not hesitate to contact me.

Please note the above comments are given without prejudice to comments the National Park 
Authority may make when the respective planning applications are submitted to the Local Planning 
Authorities.


