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That Roundhouse - a Strategic Summary

The roundhouse was built by Jane Faith
and Tony Wrench, with considerable help
from our friends, over the winter 1997/8. It
is an original permaculture design incor-
porating a round wood frame of hand-cut
Douglas Fir forest thinnings.

The walls are cobwood with recycled
double glazed windows. The roof is 150
bales of straw covered with a rubber pond-
liner then turfed. Heating is by wood stove.
Electricity is solar, Water is piped from the
mountain. Toilet wastes are handled by
compost toilet, and grey water is handled
by reed bed. No cement was used or
building waste produced in the construc-
tion, and the structure is partly earth
sheltered. It cannot be seen from any of
the surrounding hills, and has been upheld
as a good example of low impact housing.
It cost £3,000 all in.

We built it at the invitation of the
owners of the land, who were establish-
ing a community based on environmental
sustainability. This community still exists
(www.brithdirmmawr.com).

The house was spotted from the air
by the Pembrokeshire Coast National
Park Authority, (PCNP) which is the local
planning authority. One day in August
1999 Jane was disturbed while undressing
by a man in a raincoat peering in the front
door. On being spotted, he scuttled off, his
little dog on a lead in tow. He turned out
to be the chairman of the PCNP planning
committee, and has happily now lost his
council seat. We received enforcement
orders for several community buildings, this
being one. The first time we met Catherine
Milner (CM), the development control
officer, was on walking into the kitchen at
the main farmhouse to find her holding
court, uninvited, to a television crew.

There followed ftwo vyears of intense
dialogue during which the PCNP dropped
their general enforcement order against
the whole project (although we are still not
meant to show visitors the low impact struc-
tures for educational puposes), gave us a
certificate of legal use (through clenched
teeth) for the Dome, and gave permission
for other parts of the project, such as the
main compost toilet and the straw bale
barn.

When we applied for planning permis-
sion for this Roundhouse, however, the
opposition of CM was implacable,
amounting in several cases to abuse of
power, as | shall fry 1o explain.

| applied for planning permission for the
roundhouse to be classed as an agricul-
tural worker’s cottage, since that is what
Jane and | basically were. My livelihood
involved coppicing hardwoods on the
farm, helping transport the logs by horse
and cart up to my workshop near the main
house, and furning them into plates and
bowls by wind power. These craft products
are still our main source of income. Jane
milked the goats, made cheese, and
worked in the gardens. To assess the case
for an agricultural worker’s dwelling in the
countryside, the PCNP is required to ask
the advice of the County Council Estates
Dept. An officer duly arrived, spent a
morning looking round the project, and
wrote a report saying that as this was so
far from the normal type of application
(usually for a house for a tractor driver on
a large industrial farm), and bearing in
mind the legal requirements of a House
of Lords case called Petter, in which the
essemce of the rules was reiterated (the
purpose of the rules is to prevent scams),
he could not make a normal recommen-
dation. CM baulked at this, telephoning
and writing to him fo insist that he made
a recommendation. He therefore wrote
back saying that if she insisted, he
recommended giving us a femporary
permission for three years, to check if we
were really genuine. If this advice had
been accepted, none of these subse-
quent battles would have arisen. Instead,
she omitted to tell the committee of this
report, and also managed to steer the
committee away from making a site visit.
(Almost everyone who sees this house
likes it, and wonders what the fuss is all
about - no doubt a majority of comittee
members would have felt the same.)

One member, one of our neighbours
across the river who is now the chairman
of the planning committee, did visit. He
liked the house and farm - looking at
our hayfield brimming with wild flowers
he referred to his super-fertilised tracts



across the way and said *I could never
afford to have fields like this” - but said
some of his neighbours across the way were
worried about our low impact dwelling. He
abstained on the vote, but has since been
told that under new rules he is not allowed
to speak or vote on the roundhouse issue,
since, as he has been here, he now has an
‘interest’ in us. This is, of course, bureauc-
racy gone mad.

| went to the committee meeting that
voted against permission. | was about to
speak to a sympathetic member before-
hand when CM physically threw herself
between us!

| was not allowed to address the commit-
tee. This rule has now been changed - too
late for us. | have never been allowed to
address the committee, and they have
never visited the roundhouse.

| appealed against the refusal, and was
pleased to hear from the Inspectorate,
appointed by the Welsh Office and
now continued by the Welsh Assembly
Government, that the Assembly would take
the final decision on this, as it was a ‘novel
planningissue’. Low Impact development s,
indeed, a novel planning issue and is right
now the subject of heated negoftiations
behind closed doors and also in the public
inquiry into the Joint Unitary Development
Plan in Haverfordwest. (March 28th is the
provisional date for the inspector to hear
oral representations). One month before the
appeal was to be heard by public inquiry,
I was informed that the Welsh Assembly
would no longer be the final arbiter. CM had
rung them up and remonstrated with the
inspectorate, saying “What novel planning
issue?? This is merely someone frying to get
away with putting a cheap house up in the
countryside!” And she succeeded! Instead
Cardiff sent a dinosaur who rejected
the advice of the County Estates officer
because he said it went beyond his brief,
and rejected the evidence of the Head of
the School of Architecture of The University
of Wales in Cardiff, choosing instead to
call the roundhouse “visually infrusive” and
saying that it causes “demonstrable harm”,
though no harm has ever been demonstrat-
ed.

Events have proceeded inexorably from
this point, as | have not had the time or the
money fo take the case up through the
courts. The last chance we had was when

the report into Low Imact Developments
(LIDs) came out, using the case of Brithdir
Mawr as one of its case studies. We
asked the PCNP for a delay of execution
while this new policy was formulated, as
this would obviously change the rules.
The local Newport Town Council, asked
for their comments about this, had now
come round to seeing us as ordinary
members of the local community, rather
than as a problem, so recommended a
sixmonthsdelay. CM ‘forgot’ toreport this
tfo the planning committe, and we now
stand beyond the time allowed, facing
more prosecutions for not demolishing
the house. TV programmes, countless
articles in the press, a television vote by
‘Country File” of 29,500 for against 2,400
against, emails, phone callsand pressure
from the local AM Tamsin Dunwoody-
Kneavesey have allmade no difference.
CM sees it as a matter of ‘principle’ to
stamp out this example of permacul-
tfure design that hurts nothing or no-one
and would almost certainly come within
new guidelines within a year or so. It is
partly because of the publicity over this
house, in fact, that the issues behind the
need for sustainable low impact homes
have been so widely discussed and now
taken on board by the Assembly and
Pembrokeshire County Council.

| am totally disgusted by the machina-
tions of CM. In my opinion her abuse of
power in this case merits the sack. Other
people further up the chain and on the
commiftee should be put out to grass.
The system for appointing members to
thisquangoshould beradicallyreviewed,
and the way planning inquiry inspectors
are trained, appointed and selected for
parficular jobs needs bringing out info
the open and being subjected to demo-
cratic control. The Welsh Assembly should
call in this case right now, and remove
the PCNP from any further involvement
with it. For us this is urgent. We stand
to lose our home and | my livelihood.
We cannot find as sustainable a home
anywhere in Wales, so, failing a reprieve,
will move to an ecovillage in Spain, after
the Easter Camp here to deconstruct
the house. May the right thing be done.
This is all | have to say.

Tony Wrench. 21.2.04.

www.thatroundhouse.info



