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DRAFT Minutes of the Extraordinary Town Council meeting held virtually (on 

line) via Zoom on Tuesday June 16th, 2020 at 7.30pm 

 
  
Present:              Councillors: Abi Baker, Karen Baker, Anderton, Brownlow, Buckland (from 7.56pm), 

Crawford, Day, Hall, Hood, Jones, Pickering, Robinson and Skinner 
In the chair:      Councillor Jones 
In Attendance: District Councillor Lucy Trimnell 

 Town Clerk 
 Assistant Town Clerk 
 32 members of the public (via Zoom and YouTube) 

 
20/18 Welcome and Apologies for absence 

The Chairman welcomed Councillors and members of the public and explained that the 
purpose of the extraordinary meeting was to give every Councillor an opportunity to 
consider and vote on a planning application of considerable significance which had 
provoked much public interest. 
 

All Councillors were present. 
 

At this point Councillor Jones involuntarily left the meeting (owing to a temporary telecommunications 
failure) and Councillor Robinson took over the Chair in his place. 

 
20/19 Declarations of Interests 

Councillor Hall declared a personal interest in that he had carried out work for the 
owners of a neighbouring property from time to time. 
Councillor Pickering declared a personal interest in that she had worked closely with the 
applicants and with owners of a neighbouring property during the current pandemic. 
 

At this point Councillor Jones returned to the meeting (having resolved the telecommunications 
failure) and resumed the Chair. 

 
20/20 Public Question Time 

There were no questions or comments from members of the public other than those 
relating to planning application 20/01229/FUL which would be heard under the 
following agenda item (20/21). 

 
20/21 Planning application   

20/01229/FUL: Land north of Coombe Rise, Higher Tolbury, Bruton BA10 
0DJ – Construction of a treehouse for use as guest accommodation. 
https://publicaccess.southsomerset.gov.uk/online-
applications/applicationDetails.do?activeTab=summary&keyVal=Q9LS8NOWIGV00  
 
Councillor Jones invited members of the public to submit any observations they wanted to be 
considered in the following order: those against, those in favour, and finally the applicants and 
their agents.  Once members of the public had had their say the Councillors would debate and 
vote on the application. 

https://publicaccess.southsomerset.gov.uk/online-applications/applicationDetails.do?activeTab=summary&keyVal=Q9LS8NOWIGV00
https://publicaccess.southsomerset.gov.uk/online-applications/applicationDetails.do?activeTab=summary&keyVal=Q9LS8NOWIGV00
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Among the observations made by members of the public opposed to the 
application were the following: 

• The self-seeded woodland north of Coombe rise is much valued by residents and 
visitors, both for its tranquillity and as an important habitat for local wildlife, and 
any development would inevitably disturb this. 

• The fact that this is the only publicly accessible natural woodland within easy 
walking distance of the town adds to its value. 

• Artificial lighting at night-time and the noise associated with human habitation 
could have a significant impact on wildlife in natural woodland. 

• The size and position of the proposed treehouse is such that it would dominate its 
natural setting and look out of place. 

• There is no shortage of holiday accommodation in Bruton and no need to intrude 
on woodland to provide more. 

• The development would compromise bio-diversity at a time when it is already 
under severe threat because of climate change. 

• Every planning application has to be considered on its own merits but even so it 
would be irresponsible to ignore the exemplary effect of permitting development 
in local woodland. 

• On a previous occasion the South Somerset District Council (SSDC) Landscape 
Officer expressed a ‘significant objection to any development’ of the land in 
question (emphasis added). 

• Serious consideration is currently being given to the possibility of having Bruton 
and the surrounding countryside designated as an Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty (AONB) linking the Cranborne Chase and Mendip Hills AONBs.  The 
proposed development would be very much at odds with this aspiration. 

• The proposals do not conform to the SSDC Local Plan which specifies that 
development should be geared to meet local needs, provide affordable housing or 
increase opportunities to live and work locally. 

• SSDC’s Peripheral landscape study of Bruton (2008) designated the woodland as an 
area of high visual sensitivity and low capacity to accommodate built development. 
 

At this point Councillor Buckland joined the meeting 
 

• The high management costs and strict planning constraints which have helped to 
keep the land value of woodland low should not be breached. 

 
Among the observations made by members of the public in support of the 
application were the following: 

• The proposed design and the vision underlying it should recommend the proposals to 
everyone who knows and loves the woods provided that the environmental concerns 
that have been raised are properly addressed. 

• Members of the public who enjoy the woodland should recognise that it has not just 
‘happened’ but is the product of investment and management by the private owners. 

• On balance, the high quality of the design and associated woodland management plan 
outweigh understandable worries about the possible environmental costs. 

• The outstanding design of the proposed treehouse would make it a real asset to Bruton.  
 

Among the observations made by the applicants and their agents were the 
following: 

• The application is an integral part of a scheme to manage and improve the mainly ash 
woodland which appears to have self-seeded in the 1970s on the site of an old quarry 
but is now under severe threat because of ash dieback. 
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• The award-winning architect has a track record of delivering environmentally 
sensitive, low impact projects similar to the current proposal. 

• The light touch and low carbon footprint of the proposed design and the associated 
woodland management plan will enhance rather than compromise woodland 
biodiversity. 

• Ash dieback is expected to infect and kill over 90% of ash trees in Denmark whose 
climate and ash cover are comparable to those of the UK so we should be prepared for 
a similar outcome here. 

• In response to ash dieback and other diseases affecting single species (like elm and 
oak) modern woodland management aims to improve woodland resilience by 
promoting diversity of species. 

• The treehouse is sculptural rather than massive in form, with a very light ground footprint. 

• Apart from the concrete pads the materials used are light-weight, mainly timber with a 
mottled copper roof, and designed to blend in with the surroundings. 

• The prefabricated components would be brought in by a light goods vehicle and trailer, 
probably in a single day, raised and assembled mainly with hand winches and other hand 
tools, and finished as a self-build by the applicants with the support of local tradesmen. 

• The building has been ‘designed for disassembly’ so that at the end of its useful life the 
materials can be recovered, recycled or reused.  

• Thanks to detailed pre-application discussions with the Local Planning Authority the 
proposals are in full conformity with the SSDC Local Plan and the National Planning 
Policy Framework (NPPF). 

 
Councillors considered these observations and those made at the Planning Committee meeting on 
5th June, as well as materials submitted to SSDC by the applicants and other members of the 
public.   Before voting on the matter they made some additional points: 

• There is a very fine balance between possible benefits and drawbacks of the scheme. 

• The encouragement of tourism is clearly in the interests of Bruton and is also a major 
aim of local planning policy. 

• However, local planning policy also stipulates that there should be an identified need 
for tourist facilities in open countryside and this application demonstrates no such 
need: Bruton does not suffer from a shortage of tourist accommodation, and building in 
woodland is not a sensible way to encourage rural tourism. 

• The scheme appears to enjoy substantial local support which must weigh in its favour, 
and some of those who are opposed in principle might change their minds if they were 
to visit the site and visualise the reality. 

• However, informal straw polls cannot be taken as reliable evidence of local opinion. 

• Other buildings are clearly visible from the footpaths so the site is hardly unspoilt. 

• However, a new building in the woodland itself would look like a suburban intrusion. 

• The treehouse would have a much lighter impact than conventional masonry buildings 
and could even be dismantled and moved elsewhere. 

• However, a site with consent for a permanent structure is unlikely to revert to its 
previous, natural state, ever. 

• The woodland management plan associated with the development is an impressive 
response to the challenges of ash dieback, and the quality and biodiversity of the 
woodland would be enhanced by the planned planting of trees and shrubbery. 

• However, although ash dieback is clearly a problem there are other trees like sycamore 
and hazel in the wood, as well as evidence of pre-existing ancient woodland.   And 
besides, the matter before the Council is a planning application for a treehouse, not a 
woodland management plan.  

• Bruton has a history of new buildings and conversions, for example at Hauser & Wirth, 
@The Chapel and the Long House at Mill on the Brue.   All of these developments were 
contentious at the time but are now seen as being of benefit to the town. 
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• However, in this case it is not the building which is contentious but the proposal to 
erect it in natural woodland.  

• The environmental credentials of the applicants and their design team and their 
proposed response to ash dieback cannot fail to inspire confidence. 

• However, the matter before the Council is the application itself, not the qualifications 
or bona fides of the applicants and their team, or the problems of ash dieback. 

• The quality of the building is outstanding and the applicants show real awareness of the 
importance of keeping lighting levels in this natural setting low and subtle. 

• However, the plans do not reveal the extent to which the tree house would dominate its 
surroundings, especially in winter when tree cover is reduced, or how it would loom over 
the lower path. 

• On the other hand the treehouse would only be visible from a short stretch of the lower 
path, and before long the planted shrubbery would keep it pretty well hidden from the 
top path. 

• In order to make a sound and well-informed decision the Council would need to see the 
observations of other statutory consultees like Natural England and SSDC’s Landscape, 
Tree and Ecology Officers.   Since none of these are yet available the Council would be 
well advised to refer the application to SSDC Area East Committee without further 
comment. 

• Per contra, it could be argued that the role of the Town Council is to represent the views 
and interests of Bruton residents rather than to mirror District Council processes. 

 
It was proposed and seconded that Bruton Town Council make no observations on this 
application but request SSDC to refer the application to its Area East Committee so that 
the full number of reports from the other statutory consultees can be given due 
consideration.   

 Resolution defeated 3-10-0 
[For-against-abstain]             

 
It was proposed and seconded that Bruton Town Council recommend approval of 
this application. 

Resolution adopted 9-2-2 
 
Councillors Hall and Hood requested that it be noted in these minutes that they had opposed 
this resolution. 
 

The meeting ended at 9:00 pm 
 
 
Members of Council considered the following matters in the exercise of their 
functions: Equal opportunities (race, gender, sexual orientation, marital status 
and any disability), Crime and Disorder, Health and Safety and Human Rights. 
 

 


