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Dear Dr Beale, 

                          I hope you are staying safe and well during these unprecedented and difficult times. 

Thank you for taking the trouble to write to me about your Topic-Specific Ecological Appraisal of the 

unauthorised Car Port at Gerston Point. I guess that you, like many of us, are ‘isolating’ and that 

you were unable to post your letter to the South Hams Society (SHS).  I assume that you asked Mark 

Evans (Company Director of Mark Evans Planning Ltd) to do so on your behalf. 

I am pleased that you have taken the opportunity to use social media to share your views and 

criticisms of my posted comments about the Retrospective Planning Application, and about your 

Ecological Appraisal. By doing so you are helping to increase openness and transparency in the 

planning process and improve wider community awareness of the issues involved in the 

controversial developments at Gerston Point. 

 I’m sure you are aware that the unauthorised development has caused both local and national 

concern.  Key among the community concerns is the visual and other harms, caused by the 

development, to the designated and highly protected land and waterscape surrounding the Gerston 

Point site.  The magnitude of the harms, identified by the South Hams District Planning Officers and 

other interested parties, has now been underlined by the high levels of mitigation proposed in an 

attempt to balance the harm caused to the area by the unauthorised development – which includes 

the Car Port you appraised. 

It is suggested that my comments contain a “number of inaccurate assertions”. I will attempt to 

reply to those you have listed. 

 You quite reasonably chide me for writing that your appraisal was in “support of the Application”. I 

fully understand the point you make about the independence of your work, and the important part 

it plays in helping to inform the decision makers during the planning process. Had I been writing to 

you, or the Local Authority, I would have probably phrased it differently, maybe along the lines of 

‘commissioned by the Applicants, to reasonably inform the planning process’. However, I ask you to 

excuse my choice of the shorthand phrase ‘in support of’, partly because I was using social media 

and addressing an audience who are not necessarily involved in planning issues, and also because I 



was responding to other contributors who were using ‘plain English’ rather than L.A. or planning 

speak!  I did not intend to suggest your ‘appraisal’ lacked independence.   

I also understand why you object to my use, in brackets, of the word “incomplete” in relation to the 

matters involving bats.  I used that word after reading your sentence: “Tests could be carried out to 

determine which of the two species is using part of the building to roost” and “IF the droppings 

were proved to those of grey long eared bats that would make the site even more important.” I 

understood those sentences indicated that the exact species of bat had not been identified 

conclusively.  

 My interpretation gathered momentum because of the absence in the assessment of any visual 

sightings or estimates of bat numbers. I do appreciate that even one bat is enough to trigger 

protection protocols, and the evidence attached to your assessment (images 0179 and 0180) clearly 

show bat droppings, but, as already mentioned, you did suggest that additional tests would be 

needed to conclusively identify the genus of the bats that had visited the building. The small 

number of droppings shown in the images also raised doubts in my mind about the Car Port being 

an occupied roost.  I believe the normal size of a Colony of Brown Long-eared bats is between 10 to 

20 bats and can be up to 50.  

The additional work you referred to and the relatively low number of bat droppings shown in the 

supporting evidence, along with your note that “It will be necessary to carry out emergence surveys 

during the late spring to early summer of 2020, in order to confirm the status of the mezzanine 

storage area as a bat roost”,  indicated to me that it was reasonable to use the ‘incomplete’ word.  

It is also clearly stated in the Appraisal that: “Observations would  need to be carried out to identify 

which species of bird are nesting in the garage and storage areas” and “If bats return to roost, it 

would be unlawful to disturb them. I therefore believe that I was justified in commenting to 

another contributor to the Facebook post that “it is premature to describe the Car Port as “this 

important roost” when clearly it has yet to be determined that it is a roost “.   

For all these reasons I believe I was justified in using the word “incomplete” in referring to the issue 

of bats. The word was intended by me to mean that there was more work to be done before the 

Car Port could be described as “this important roost”.     

If the Local Authority decision makers are minded to refuse planning approval again, the 

unauthorised development removed; and the land returned to its previous condition, I did take 

note of the fact that the Appraisal highlighted that alternative bat roost arrangements would have 

to be successfully put in place. 

Lastly, in your letter addressed to me, you have added new information which I believe was not in 

the Ecological Appraisal.  In your Facebook post It’s mentioned that. “A highly experienced bat 

ecologist has verified Dr. Beale’s identification of the bat genus.” I take it the species is still to be 

positively identified by a ‘suitably qualified expert’ - for example a member of The Chartered 

Institute of Ecology and Environmental Management.  

A similar criticism to those you have raised was levelled at me by another Facebook contributor  

Stephen D'Antal who apparently lives in New Zealand -  it’s such a small world these days! He wrote 

to me: “It seems as if you are determined to sweep aside the consultant’s very clear conclusion that 

https://www.facebook.com/stephen.dantal?comment_id=Y29tbWVudDoxNDE0OTI1ODc4Njg3NDEyXzE0MTc0NDE3ODg0MzU4MjE%3D&__cft__%5b0%5d=AZWlZE316XkddNpHmMR6P9FB2E1TvSipWpI3agSPxWz16wpq9T83qfAzBCR1Qu-MU53lxrCNNi8lSjE1gN37bbaGUnk7m4AseF2hHY415KaN3u4z6eE1J-Gs4qbwMFpTVoCsQXJ5TueSzCyrb1gguuYOgMHDxnZU4i_emOYAosIY9w&__tn__=R%5d-R


the building is being used by grey or brown long eared bats, not based on ‘one or two droppings. 

He’s a BSc and PhD. Why does his report carry no weight with you? “In my reply to Stephan’s 

comments I posted the following: 

 Hi Steven D'Antel. 

“I’m sure what happens in New Zealand will be much the same as here in the UK, in that ‘expert 

evidence’ plays an important part in informing the development planning process. You will have 

seen that in Dr Peter Bennet Beale’s ecological appraisal (not expert evidence) that he has taken 

care to point out that additional work would be needed BEFORE it could be established exactly 

which species of bat produced the droppings shown in the 0180-image attached to his appraisal. He 

also makes it very clear, before the Car Port can be identified as a regular bat roost, that “It will be 

necessary to carry out emergence surveys during the late spring to early summer of 2020, in order 

to confirm the status of the mezzanine storage area as a bat roost. 

The ‘reasonable and informed’ opinion I offered was, that in the light of these two points made in 

the appraisal, it is premature to describe the Car Port as “this important roost” when it clearly has 

yet to be determined that it is one. Dr Peter also implies as much in his phrase “IF the bats return to 

roost” (my emphasis). He also makes the point that the future work needed would require the 

services of an expert “suitably qualified ecologist” which it appears he is not. 

You will also have noticed, in the appraisal, the predominance of bird droppings in the Car Port. I 

believe that the presence of birds makes it less likely that bats would be attracted regularly to using 

that area to roost. The relative scarcity of their droppings appears to support that view. If the SHDC 

do decide to refuse the planning permission applied for in the current Application, and the 

additional work referred to did establish that the Car Port was being used as a regular bat roost, 

then as Dr Peter Beale points out, the appropriate alternative provision would have to be made for 

roosting bats to ‘move to’. I hope my “reasonable and informed,” view (informed by Dr. Beale’s 

appraisal’) demonstrates that I have not “swept aside” the points made in the assessment and that 

I have given the assessment the consideration and weight it deserves.  Best wishes, Ian” 

 

In your letter Dr Beale, you mentioned exactly the same concern; that I have overlooked the 

significant net gains for biodiversity that the proposed mitigation measures might provide. It is true 

that the subject of mitigation was only lightly touched on in the Facebook exchanges. For a number 

of reasons. I have very mixed views about this aspect of the retrospective Application. The Planning 

Inspector in the Tetbury Decision made the point that simply the permanent loss of farmland 

causes harm in a designated area, such as Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. The Local Authority 

Planning Officers have clearly identified in their report the long list of harms to the countryside and 

the Heritage Coastal Area caused by the development.  

The Leader of South Hams District Council  recently  remarked: “It’s a question of whether the offer 

of 1,000 trees is enough to offset the damage being done by what really is a big shed, almost a 

warehouse, in the back garden where they must have known it wouldn’t be allowed.”  In short, it is 

indisputable that harm has been caused and that the mitigation measures have been proposed to 

‘compensate’ for the harm caused to the area by the unauthorised development.  I am also very 



mindful that if the Applicants wished to provide the landscape enhancements, tree planting, and 

the other improvements, such as alternative bat roosts at Gerston Point they certainly could, 

irrespective of the decision the Local Authority finally takes about the Retrospective Application.   

I also make the point that I do not see myself as an advocate for the Applicants. I do not need to 

make the Bio diversity case for them. To suggest that I should act impartially is to completely 

misunderstand my position as an independent ‘interested third party’ - hopefully a ‘reasonable and 

informed’ one. I am at liberty to view the supporting evidence submitted by the Applicants as a 

glass half empty. It is their responsibility to convince the decision takers that the glass is half full.   

Until recently, I had been undertaking voluntary work on behalf of the South Hams Society.  I 

suspect you are well aware of its aims and objectives. Over the past sixty years, they have been 

stimulating interest and care for the beauty, history and character of the South Hams by working to 

secure the protection and improvement of the landscape, features of historic interest and public 

amenity. They also promote the conservation of the South Hams as a living and working 

environment, and encourage high standards of planning and architecture that respect the character 

of the area.  The Society does not always object to plans and often supports appropriate 

development – in the right place. I am also delighted to say that the Society has adopted the Nolan 

principles of good governance and are striving to adhere to them. 

That leads me to your last point, that posts written in the name of the Society should be accurate 

and unbiased.  

You will have seen that the Facebook posts referred to were all written and posted in my name, and 

not by the Society or on their behalf. Having ‘withdrawn from active service’ at the start of this 

year, I nevertheless have continued to take a deep, though more distant interest in the Society’s 

important activities via social media.  So, to be clear, in the matter of Gerston Point I was not 

writing on behalf of the Society, but simply expressing my personal thoughts and views. One of the 

pleasures of being ‘free’ is that I can comment, as people do on social media! and I can be as partial 

and biased as the facts allow me ‘reasonably’ to be.   

I would also make the point that the Society, within the constraints of its published aims, can be 

“biased”. For example, it is quite biased in favour of protecting and enhancing the South Hams, and 

in opposing inappropriate or unauthorised development, in the public interest. Many members are 

very concerned about what signal would be sent out to those, who might be willing to ignore local, 

national planning procedures and law, if the South Hams District Council planning enforcement 

appears unable to control unauthorised and harmful development.      

Lastly Dr Beale, I wish you to know that even though I have commented critically about the Gerston 

Point proposals, I hope you will agree that I have done so with due regard and respect for your 

years of work as  Principal Planning Officer and County Ecologist to Devon County Council and then 

as Principal Lecturer and Head of Environmental Land Management at Seale-Hayne.  Should you 

ever get tired of ‘consulting’ and would like to use your vast experience and knowledge of the 

South Hams in a volunteer role, I know of a local Society whose members would welcome you in 

with open arms! 



I hope I have responded to all the substantive points you raised in your letter. If there is anything 

else you wish me to address please do not hesitate to email me. I will be at home! 

 

Yours sincerely 

Ian 

07909 622 945 

   

 


