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Application

Change of use of the (former) Birling Gap Hotel to visitor facilities
to include an enlarged café, retail facility and education and
interpretation facilities, together with the erection of a garage for
storage of essential countryside management equipment and
minor works to external appearance of the building.

Address

Birling Gap Hotel, Birling Gap, East Dean, Eastbourne, BN20 0AB.

Purpose of Report

The application is reported to Committee for a decision.

Recommendation: That planning permission be granted for the reason and subject to
the conditions set out in paragraph 10.1 of this report
Executive Summary
The application seeks planning permission for the change of use of the (former) Birling Gap Hotel,
which is owned and operated by the National Trust, to create new visitor facilities. These include
an interpretation/education centre, a gift shop and an extension to the existing café. These changes
would be accommodated within the footprint of the building and accompanied by a revised internal
layout. There are minor external changes to the building and the addition of a garden store on the
north west side. The proposals would improve the facilities and amenities for visitors to Birling Gap
without impacting on the natural beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage of the South Downs National
Park (SDNP). The application is reported to the committee because of the significance of the
proposals for National Park purposes and duty.
1.

Site Description

1.1

Birling Gap is situated within a natural bowl in the landscape between the Severn Sisters to
the west and the cliffs leading to Beachy Head to the east. It is a popular destination and is a
‘honey pot’ site for visitors to the National Park. There is a large single storey building
owned and occupied by the National Trust, a coast guard station and a toilet block. There is
a tarmac car park between the National Trust building and coastguard station which
accommodates approximately 75 cars and 6 coaches and a second car park surfaced in
gravel to the east of the coastguard station with the same amount of parking. Both car
parks have access to/from Birling Gap Road. These car parks are owned and managed by
the National Trust.

1.2

The field adjacent to these car parks on the northern side of the road has a temporary car
park use until 2014 with a seasonal restriction which only allows it to be used between
Good Friday and 30 September. It is not surfaced and comprises of chalk grassland with a
low bund on its boundary with the road and a post and wire fence on its western boundary.
The planning permission allows it to be used for up to 100 cars.
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1.3

The application relates to the National Trust building. It was used as a hotel until 2010 and,
since then, the National Trust has continued to use the building as a café and bar as well as a
base for their rangers who manage their estate. Birling Gap is open to views from the road
and South Downs Way which runs along the cliffs and through Birling Gap. The site is
prominent in elevated open views from the cliffs to the east in particular.

1.4

The building is located approximately 12m from the edge of the cliffs. It is clad with dark
stained timber with a shallow pitched roof clad with slate. The roof overhangs the eastern
part of the building which is supported by ornate timber posts to create a colonade. The
windows are a mix of timber framed sash windows and more extensive glazing on the south
west (sea facing) elevation. There is an attached annexe on the north west side of the
building. On the south west side is a terrace associated with the cafe whilst there are
grassed areas on the south east and north east sides which are currently being landscaped.

1.5

The surrounding countryside comprises open grassland and the meandering coastal road.
The South Downs Integrated Landscape Character Assessment (SDILCA) identifies the area
within the Open Downland landscape character type and the Ouse to Eastbourne Open
Downs landscape character area. The landscape is characterised by expansive rolling open
downland with a mosaic of arable and permanent pasture land bordered by post and wire
fencing. There is also a strong sense of remoteness and tranquillity.

2.

Relevant Planning History

2.1

WD/2008/0396/F: Re-slating of various roof slopes in natural slates to match existing,
demolition of no. 4 chimney stacks and turret feature, re-building of the boiler flue chimney,
replacement of various rooflights and roof domes to match existing and replacement of
existing polycarbonate roof slopes as existing. Approved 21.04.2008.

2.2

NP/2012/0019/F: Demolition of west wing of café and making good south west corner of
the building. Approved 21.03.2012.

2.3

WD/2010/1226/F: Car park charging metres. Approved 09.08.2010.

3.

Proposal

3.1

The application seeks planning permission to expand the café use, create an
interpretation/education centre, a gift shop, and provide new toilet facilities for staff,
volunteers and visitors. The National Trust wishes to improve the facilities so the building is
used more effectively as a year round destination which adds value to the visitor experience
with school visits to the interpretation centre during the working week. These proposals
would be accommodated within the existing footprint of the building. A new store and
external changes are also proposed, which are described below.

3.2

The internal layout would be revised to accommodate these new uses and facilities. The
cafe currently occupies the south west corner of the building to exploit the sea views. It
would be extended into the adjacent hotel rooms (currently used as ancillary office space)
which would result in the café occupying the whole length of the sea facing south west
elevation. The cafe has a current capacity of 80 covers and the proposals would increase
capacity by a further 60 covers (an 80% increase). The existing floorspace of the café is
139m2 and this would be extended by a further 105m2 to 244m2.

3.3

The existing bar area (59m2) would be transformed into a gift shop and welcome area. It
would be situated at the existing entrance into the building on the south east side facing the
car park. It would sell maps, guidebooks, National Trust merchandise and local produce.

3.4

The adjacent restaurant area (209m2) would be converted into the proposed interpretation
and education centre. It would provide a facility for staff and volunteers to engage with the
general public and organised school outings. Interactive displays would be installed which
provide information about the area.
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3.5

New ancillary office space of 45m2 is proposed in the north west part of the building. It
would provide space for the National Trust rangers, catering staff and the operations
manager. New toilets between the café and shop are also proposed in the revised layout.

3.6

Minor external changes to the building are proposed. On the north west elevation, a new
fire exit (a single door) is proposed in the same location as a pair of double doors. On the
same elevation, a single door is proposed to be replaced with a window which would
replicate the adjacent windows. A single lean to garage/store is also proposed on the north
west corner of the building. It would measure 8m x 3m and be clad with horizontal timber
boarding and have a mono pitched felt roof. It would be used to store machinery in
connection with the maintenance of the site.

3.7

The proposals would rely on the existing available parking. The National Trust intends to
employ a car parking attendant for the 2013 summer season to ensure that the car parks are
used efficiently and to monitor demand. They have also outlined an intention to re-surface
the existing tarmac car park and mark out parking spaces but this aspect is not included in
this application. Consideration of car parking capacity, as the car parks currently exist, is
however is made in section 8 below and the SDNPA will work in partnership with the
National Trust regarding these re-surfacing works. Proposed condition no.4 also ensures
these works would take place.

4.

Consultations

4.1

East Dean & Friston Parish Council: Support the proposals.

4.2

Highways Authority: No objection. To prevent haphazard parking and maximising parking
space, it would be beneficial to formally mark out the spaces in the tarmac car park and that
a car park attendant would help to minimise haphazard parking and maximise this area as it
currently exists.

4.3

South Downs Society: The interpretation centre will contribute to National Park
purposes. These proposals could increase visitor numbers and therefore any approval
should be subject to the provision of a travel plan for public and staff in order to manage the
use of private cars in this sensitive part of the Downs.

4.4

Wealden District Council: No comments.

5.

Representations

5.1

None.

6.

Planning Policy Context

6.1

Applications must be determined in accordance with the Development Plan unless material
considerations indicate otherwise. The statutory development plan in this area is the South
East Plan and the Wealden District Local Plan Review 1999.

6.2

The South East Plan was adopted by the Secretary of State on 6th May 2009. The Coalition
Government’s revocation of the Plan in July 2010 has been found to be unlawful so the Plan
remains part of the development plan. Policy C2 of the South East Plan states that the
purposes of designation should be a material consideration in the making of any planning
decision that would affect it.
National Park Purposes

6.3

The two statutory purposes of the SDNP designation are:
•
•

6.4

To conserve and enhance the natural beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage of their areas;
To promote opportunities for the public understanding and enjoyment of the special
qualities of their areas.

If there is a conflict between these two purposes, conservation takes precedence. There is
also a duty to foster the economic and social well being of the local community in pursuit of
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these purposes.
National Planning Policy Framework and Circular 2010
6.5

Government policy relating to National Parks is set out in English National Parks and the
Broads: UK Government Vision and Circular 2010 and The National Planning Policy
Framework (NPPF) which was issued and came into effect on 27 March 2012. The Circular
and NPPF confirm that National Parks have the highest status of protection and the NPPF
states at paragraph 115 that great weight should be given to conserving landscape and scenic
beauty in the national parks and that the conservation of wildlife and cultural heritage are
important considerations and should also be given great weight in National Parks.

6.6

The development plan policies listed below have been assessed for their compliance with the
NPPF and are considered to be complaint with the NPPF.

7.

Development Plan Policies

7.1

In addition to policy C2 the following policies of the South East Plan are relevant to this
application:
CC1: Sustainable Development
CC4: Sustainable Design and Construction
CC6: Sustainable Communities and Character of the Environment

7.2

The following saved policies of the Wealden District Local Plan 1999 are relevant to this
application:
DC7: Conversion of Rural Buildings (non-residential use)
EN1: Sustainable Development
EN27: Layout and Design of Development
GD2: Development Outside of Development Boundaries
TM10: Interpretive Facilities
TR3: Traffic Impact of New Development
TR16: Car Parking Standards

7.3

In December 2005 Wealden District Council adopted the Non Statutory Wealden Local
Plan as an interim guide for development management. Appeals have attributed material
weight to this non statutory document. The relevant policies are:
BE1: Design Criteria
DC7: Conversion of Rural Buildings (non-residential use)
GD2: Development Outside Settlement Boundaries
TM1: Tourist Attractions and Facilities
TM2: Hotels and Serviced Accommodation
TR5: Parking

7.4

The Wealden District Core Strategy was considered for adoption and approved by Wealden
District Council on 28 November 2012. It will be considered for adoption by the SDNPA
on 19 February 2013. Its policies should be given significant weight and the relevant policies
are cited below:
SP01: Manage countryside resources and the rural economy.
SP02: Ensure environmental, heritage and cultural assets are used appropriately to
encourage suitable tourism development and support inward investment.
SP09: Climate change and sustainable construction

8.

Planning Assessment

8.1

The proposal is to improve the facilities so the premises can operate effectively all year
round and add value to the experience of visitors who are already attracted to the site by
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the scenic beauty and iconic status of the Seven Sisters and Beachy Head and using the South
Downs Way. This would meet the second purpose of designation. As such the development
is acceptable in principle provided the natural beauty and wildlife of this part of the SDNP is
preserved and enhanced.
8.2

The physical alterations to the building are minimal therefore the main consideration is
whether there will be an increased level of activity which will affect the tranquillity of the
area and whether the capacity of the car park is sufficient to meet the level of use to prevent
parking on the highway verges with the consequential impact on the landscape character and
appearance.

8.3

At present it is understood that the capacity of the car park is only exceeded occasionally
during the summer when weather conditions are particularly favourable. This situation will
be improved by the amendments to the existing car park which will increase its capacity. It
is anticipated that the use out of peak season will not exceed the level of use usually
experienced during the summer months when the car park capacity is sufficient. The
Highway Authority has raised no objection to the proposals on parking capacity. To further
address the issue of capacity, a travel plan which seeks to minimise visitors using their cars
could be adopted.

8.4

The proposed uses or alterations to the building would not impact upon any residential
amenities. The building is situated 50m from the nearest residential dwelling, with
intervening boundary walls and planting and access track. There would also be no
demonstrable impact upon the neighbouring coast guard station on the opposite side of the
car park.

9.

Conclusion

9.1

The proposed uses are acceptable in principle and will support the second purpose of
designation without adversely the natural beauty, wildlife or cultural heritage of the SDNP or
the amenities of neighbouring properties.

10.

Reason for Recommendation and Conditions

10.1

The reason for recommending planning permission is:
The proposal would enhance the facilities for visitors at Birling Gap without causing any
harm to the character of the National Park or the amenities of neighbouring properties.
The proposals are therefore in accordance with the statutory purposes and duty of the
South Downs National Park and saved policies GD2, DC7, EN1, EN27, TM10, TR3 of the
Wealden District Local Plan 1999, policies GD2, BE1, DC7, TM1, TM2 and TR5 of the non
statutory Wealden District Local Plan 2005, policies SP01, SP02, SP09 of the Wealden Core
Strategy 2012 and the NPPF.
Subject to the following conditions:
1.

The development hereby permitted shall be begun before the expiration of three years
from the date of this permission.
Reason: To comply with the provisions of Section 91(1) of the Town and Country
Planning Act 1990 (as amended).

2.

The development hereby permitted shall be carried out and completed in accordance
with the submitted plans, materials and finishes to match existing, and the specification
and written particulars identified within the Decision Notice unless otherwise agreed in
writing by the SDNPA.
Reason: To ensure that the development is carried out in accordance in accordance
with the approved plans and policies EN27 Wealden District Local Plan 1999, Policy
BE1 of the non statutory Wealden District Local Plan and the NPPF.
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3.

The gift shop shall be an ancillary retail use in connection with the use of the building as
an interpretation centre and cafe. The retail floorspace shall be limited to 60 square
metres.
Reason: To ensure the use of the building is not used as a separate retail use in a rural
area and remains ancillary to the permitted use to comply with policies GD2 and DC7
of the Wealden District Local Plan 1999, policies GD2, DC7 of the non statutory Local
Plan 2005, Policy SP01 of the Wealden Core Strategy 2012 and the NPPF.

4.

Prior to the development being brought into use, parking shall be laid out in the existing
tarmac car park in accordance with details to be approved in writing by the SDNPA.
The parking shall thereafter be laid out in accordance with those details unless
otherwise agreed, in writing, by the South Downs National Park Authority
Reason: To improve the efficiency of the car park and in the interests of amenity of the
area, in accordance with policies GD2, TR3, EN27 of the Wealden District Local Plan
1999, policies GD2, BE1, TR5 of the non statutory Local Plan 2005, SP02 of the Core
Strategy and the NPPF.

5.

Prior to the development being brought into use, a transport management travel plan
for the operation of the building shall be submitted to and approved in writing by the
South Downs National Park Authority. Thereafter, it shall be retained and any
requirements adhered to unless otherwise agreed in writing by South Downs National
Park Authority
Reason: To ensure appropriate means of travel to and from the site are implemented
in order to manage car parking at the site, in accordance with Policy TR3 of the
Wealden Local Plan 1999 and Policy TR5 of the non statutory Wealden Local Plan 2005
and the NPPF.

11.

Crime and Disorder Implication

11.1

It is considered that the proposal does not raise any crime and disorder implications.

12.

Human Rights Implications

12.1

This planning application has been considered in light of statute and case law and any
interference with an individual’s human rights is considered to be proportionate to the aims
sought to be realised.

13.

Equalities Act 2010

13.1

Due regard, where relevant, has been taken to the South Downs National Park Authority’s
equality duty as contained within the Equalities Act 2010.

14.

Proactive Working

14.1

In reaching this decision the Local Planning Authority has worked with the applicant in a
positive and proactive way, in line with the NPPF. This has included the provision of preapplication advice from a SDNPA Development Management Officer, the opportunity to
provide additional information to seek clarification on technical issues.

Tim Slaney
Director of Planning
South Downs National Park Authority
Contact Officer:
Richard Ferguson
Tel:
01730 234129
email:
Richard.Ferguson@southdowns.gov.uk
Appendices
1. Site Location Map
SDNPA Consultees
Director of Planning & Legal Services.
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Agenda Item 10 Report PC10/13- Appendix 1 Site Location Map

This material has been reproduced from Ordnance Survey digital map data with the permission of the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office (c) Crown
Copyright (Not to Scale).
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