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 ITEM 14 
EXMOOR NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY 
 
5 SEPTEMBER 2006 
 
UNDERGROUNDING OF OVERHEAD CABLES  
 
Report of the Head of Conservation and Land Management  
 
Purpose of Report:   
To update Members on progress in developing proposals for the undergrounding of overhead electricity 
cables within Exmoor National Park 

 
Legal Implications (including Human Rights Act 1998 and Equality Issues): 
None anticipated 
 
Financial and Risk Implications: 
Some staff resources will be required to organise and carry out visual impact surveys.  However no 
additional resources are anticipated to be needed over and above existing staff resources. 
 
Business Plan Objectives: 
This area of work is identified in the 2006/07 Business Plan under A/01.01 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
Members are recommended to; 

1. NOTE the contents of the report,  
2. SUPPORT the proposal to identify and record visually damaging wires, and  
3. SUPPORT the proposal to further encourage Western Power Distribution to reconsider its 

position to contribute financially to the undergrounding of power lines in the South West 
Protected Landscapes. 

 
 
1. BACKGROUND 
 
1.1 Under the Electricity Distribution Price Control Review 2004, OFGEN included an allowance 

to be made available to Distribution Network Operators to use capital expenditure to 
underground overhead wires, specifically in protected landscapes in England and Wales. In 
effect this would allow power distribution companies to spend money on undergrounding 
wires, over and above normal replacement capital expenditure.  Certain rules were attached to 
this new allowance, namely that the companies:-   
• Spend a maximum value of £65k per km for undergrounding low voltage lines 
• Place up to 1.5% of the network underground within National Parks and Areas of 

Outstanding Natural Beauty in each distribution area (see attached table) 
• Take account of advice from local environmental groups and/or planning bodies in 

deciding how best to prioritise the work. 
 

The proposals took effect in April 2005  
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CAPITAL EXPENDITURE FOR NETWORK UNDERGROUNDING 

 

Distribution network 
Operator (DNO) 

Total km of overhead 
 lines in NP & AONBs 

1.5% of overhead 
 lines in NPs & AONBs 

Max expenditure 
 2005 - 2010   £m 

CN Midlands 4,178 63 6.3  

CN East Midlands 1,313 20 2.0  

United Utilities 3,317 50 5.0  

CE – NEDL 3,692 55 5.5  

CE – YEDL 734 11 1.1  

WPD – South West 9,068 136 13.6  

WPD – South Wales 3,283 49 4.9  

EDF – SPN 5,130 77 7.7  

EDF – EPN 1,910 29 2.9  

SP – Distribution 553 8 0.8  

SP Manweb 3,626 54 5.4  

SSE – Hydro 3,117 47 4.7  

SSE – Southern 2,766 41 4.1  

TOTAL 42,687 640 64.0  
 

Source – Friends of the Lake District 
 

2. IMPACT IN OTHER PARTS OF THE UK 
 
2.1 In other parts of the country, notably the Lake District and the south east of England the new 

arrangements appear to be working well. In the North West, United Utilities are working 
closely with the Lake District National Park Authority and with local AONBs and have 
developed a means of identifying priority lines to underground. This approach has been 
adopted in the South East and East of England where EUF Energy has seconded a member of 
staff to work with protected landscape groups and the Countryside Agency with the aim of 
allocating their capital allowance, (a total of £10.6 million, by 2008).  Central Power has set 
up a steering group with AONBs and the Peak National Park Authority to agree schemes in 
the East and West Midlands. 
 

3. THE SOUTH WEST PROTECTED LANDSCAPES FORUM RESPONSE 
 
3.1 At a meeting of the Protected Landscapes Forum in spring 2006, Paul Walton,  Cornwall 

AONB Officer, raised the issue of the undergrounding of overhead wires in Areas of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty and National Parks in the South West.   

3.2 Officers from the various protected landscapes agreed to work together to develop a co-
ordinated and strategic approach to the undergrounding of wires.  It was proposed to work 
together in order to identify the most visually damaging lines and to put forward a set of 
proposals to Western Power Distribution. 

3.3 As a first step, in May 2006 Mr Walton tried to set up a meeting with Western Power 
Distribution to discuss the potential for joint working in the South West.  He was advised that 
the company had taken a board decision not to implement any scheme under the capital 
expenditure allowance proposed by OFGEN on the basis that there was no new money and no 
guarantee that any expenditure could be clawed back through future pricing mechanisms.  
Consequently, he saw no merit in having a meeting and suggested that Mr Walton take up the 
issue with the Western Power Distribution Chief Executive. 

3.4 Mr Walton wrote to the Chief Executive of Western Power Distribution (WPD) on behalf of 
the South West’s National Parks and AONBs, expressing concern at this decision.  The chief 
executive responded by saying that the undergrounding of wires for visual reasons was not a 
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priority for WPD and that a more pressing priority was ensuring reliability of supply to 
customers.  For this reason, WPD would not be following a programme of undergrounding in 
AONBs and National Parks. 

 
4. EXMOOR NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY’S RESPONSE 
 
4.1 Within Exmoor National Park there are a number of areas where overhead power lines have a 

damaging impact on the natural beauty of the National Park.  A detailed survey has not been 
carried out as yet.  However, Porlock Common (above Hawkcombe), Timberscombe 
Common, Withypool Common, the coastal landscape around Silcombe and Yarner Farm 
along with several villages identified through the ‘Planning for Real’ process are probably 
already well known to Members as sites where power lines have negative impact on the 
landscape. 

4.2 A methodology for surveying and identifying the severity of impact has been developed by 
the Friends of the Lake District, the Lake District National Park Authority and United 
Utilities.  This approach could be refined and developed for the Exmoor landscape. An 
example form is attached to this report. The Exmoor Society has indicated its support for this 
approach and Officers are looking at ways in which the Society could help with undertaking 
this work. 

4.3 As a first step in identifying potential sites, Officers of the Authority have contacted WPD 
with a view to obtaining detailed digitised maps of power line locations.  WPD has agreed to 
provide this information free of charge.  The next step will be a desk based analysis of where 
power lines are likely to be visually damaging, and finally a field assessment.  Once this work 
has been carried out it is hoped that the Authority will be in a stronger position, through the 
Protected Landscapes Forum, to encourage Western Power Distribution to reconsider its 
position. 

4.4 As set out at the beginning of this report, Members are asked to support the proposal to 
identify and record visually damaging wires and so to further encourage Western Power 
Distribution to reconsider its position to contribute financially to the undergrounding of 
power lines in the South West Protected Landscapes. 

 
 
Sarah Bryan 
Team Leader (Woodlands and Landscape) 
July 16th 2006 
 
 
Background papers on which this report, or an important part of it are based, constitute the list of background 
papers required by Section 100 D (1) of the Local Government Act 1972 to be open to members of the public 
comprise:- 
 
 




