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West Berkshire District Council, Minerals & Waste Local Plan:  

Rebuttal Evidence by Cuesta Consulting on behalf of the Council 

regarding the Representation from Mr. & Mrs. Mills 

Summary 

My name is Dr. Alan Thompson.  I am the Director of Cuesta Consulting Limited and the author of the 

Soft Sand Study produced for West Berkshire District Council (WBDC) in 2019, as part of the evidence 

base relating to the West Berkshire Minerals and Waste Proposed Submission Plan (‘The Plan’).  I 

make the following submission on behalf of the Council in response to the representation from Mr. & 

Mrs. Mills regarding the Plan.  That representation was prepared by John Cowley, a well- qualified, 

experienced and respected mineral planner.  I agree with much of what he has said but not with a 

number of key assertions.  These can be summarised, along with my own observations, as follows: 

1) Geological relationships with soft sand production.   

In paragraphs 4.6 to 4.8 of his representation, Mr. Cowley alleges that the arguments in favour of a 

separate ‘soft sand’ landbank are based on an ‘erroneous, technically incompetent and falsely 

promoted relationship’ between certain geological formations, the occurrence of ‘soft sand’ and the 

production of building sand for mortar, and that the Soft Sand Study and Soft Sand Topic paper have 

not recognised the alleged falsity of that relationship.  As I will demonstrate, however, this assertion 

appears to be based on a misunderstanding, by Mr. Cowley, of what is actually stated within the 

Soft Sand Study.  That study does NOT claim that building sand can ONLY be sourced from bedrock 

(‘solid’) geological resources, nor that those resources cannot ALSO provide concreting sand. It simply 

demonstrates that the bedrock resources in this area happen to comprise ‘soft sand’ (i.e., made up of 

rounded sand grains), and that soft sand is better suited to the production of building sand for mortar 

than is the case for ‘sharp sand’.  Mr. Cowley’s assertions on this point, which are repeated with 

numerous examples throughout his representation, are therefore invalid and misleading.  This 

submission will clarify the situation. 

2) Changes in the market for mortar production.   

In paragraphs 1.18 and 1.24 to 1.29 of his representation, Mr. Cowley correctly highlights a number of 

changes that have taken place in the market for mortar over many decades, leading to a progressive 

reduction in the demand for building sand from some traditional, local resources.  On a national basis, 

the evidence suggests that the residual market for local material now amounts only to about 20% of 

all mortar production.  That material has to be obtained from somewhere, however, and there is 

therefore a need to maintain an adequate and steady supply of locally-sourced dry-screened sand 

for use within West Berkshire.   

3) The justification for a separate soft sand land bank in West Berkshire.   

Mr. Cowley acknowledges (in paragraph 4.2 of his representation) that concreting sand and building 

sand are separate markets.  In such cases, it is appropriate to consider the identification of separate 

landbanks, in accordance with Paragraph 207(h) of the NPPF.  Mr. Cowley additionally claims (in his 

paragraph 4.1) that the two materials must also be capable of being separately identified in reserves.  
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That, however, is NOT stated in the NPPF and cannot be used a reason for claiming that a soft sand 

landbank is invalid.  

4) Assessing the quantum of local demand in West Berkshire.   

Paragraphs 4.35 to 4.38 of Mr. Cowley’s representation suggest that the annual requirement for 

43,720 tonnes of soft sand in West Berkshire is excessive and unjustified.  That figure has, however, 

been correctly determined in accordance with the methodology required by the NPPF, as part of the 

Local Aggregate Assessment (LAA).  The LAA has been consulted upon with surrounding Local 

Authorities and the South East Aggregates Working Party. No issues of concern were raised in relation 

to the proposed LAA rates. 

5) The specific need for Soft Sand Extraction within the AONB.  

Paragraph 1.34 of Mr. Cowley’s representation argues that “in its present form the Plan is unsound 

precisely because it does not prove the need for the proposed allocations and because the policies 

proposed will seriously harm the AONB now and in the future, contrary to policy”.   The need for 

making provision for soft sand from within the AONB is a direct consequence of the need for a 

separate soft sand landbank within West Berkshire (as covered by the foregoing points) and the 

absence of proven soft sand resources or reserves outside the AONB, as demonstrated clearly within 

Cuesta’s recent Soft Sand Study. 

6) Protection afforded to Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty.   

At paragraph 1.32, Mr. Cowley draws attention to “the recent Government commitment (November 

2020) to enhance protection of protected areas (such as AONBs)”.  That commitment included 

increasing the number of protected areas in future but did not make any provision for enhancing the 

level of protection.  This assertion is therefore invalid. 

 

The text which follows deals with each of these points in greater detail, expanding on the reasons why 

the assertions are rejected. 
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Introduction 

1. I have a BSc Joint Honours degree in Physical Geography and Geology, from the University of 

Liverpool, together with a PhD in Geomorphology, from the same institution.  I am a Chartered 

Geologist (C. Geol., FGS) and a Chartered Town Planner (MRTPI) and I have more than 37 years 

post-doctoral research and consultancy experience in the practical application of these skills. 

2. As a post-doctoral researcher in Liverpool, between 1984 and 1989, I was involved with 

Government-funded sand & gravel surveys in Shropshire, North Wales and Warwickshire and also 

with investigations of contemporary depositional environments of sand & gravel in various parts 

of the UK, Iceland and Norway.   

3. Since moving into consultancy, in 1989, I have undertaken further sand & gravel surveys for 

commercial operators, in northern England, and have led a large number of minerals-related 

policy-oriented studies for Central Government Departments, in both England and Wales.  These 

have included: national studies of high specification aggregates; strategic investigations of sand & 

gravel aggregates in South Wales; analysis of the relative merits of land-won and marine-dredged 

sand & gravel aggregates in South Wales; the preparation of good practice guidance on reducing 

the impacts of mineral extraction on the water environment; and the preparation of similar 

guidance on the more general utilisation of Earth Science information in land use planning. 

4. In 2005 I established my own, independent consultancy firm – Cuesta Consulting Ltd. – initially to 

take on the role of DEFRA’s National Science Coordinator for research on land-based aggregates 

funded by the Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund.  Through Cuesta, I have also continued to 

undertake a wide range of other consultancy work for both public and private sector clients, with 

an increasing focus on sand resources and on work for individual planning authorities.  That work 

has included studies of soft sand and silica sand resources in Bedfordshire, West Sussex (including 

the South Downs National Park), Cheshire East and West Berkshire – the latter being the 

preparation of the Soft Sand Study report which has informed the Proposed Submission Plan.  

Through Cuesta I have also undertaken two major pieces of work for the Welsh Government: the 

first and second reviews of the Regional Technical Statements (in 2014 and 2020).  These are the 

documents which effectively determine the apportionments for both sand & gravel and crushed 

rock aggregate production in every local authority in the country.  I also led the preparation of the 

2014 Local Aggregate Assessment for Oxfordshire.  In 2017 I provided leading assistance to 

engineering consultants in Kuwait in planning and assessing the findings of a major sand 

resources study covering most of that country.  
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5. I have appeared as an Expert Witness on geological and minerals-related issues at a number of 

Public Inquiries and Local Plan Examinations in both England and Wales. 

6. Since 2006 I have been a committee member of Extractive Industry Geology Conferences, acting 

as Chairman for the 2008 conference, and in 2018 I was invited to present the prestigious Ansel 

Dunham keynote lecture at the conference, on the subject of ‘A Question of Balance’ – dealing 

with the current balance between quarrying and environmental protection in England and Wales. 

7. Since January 2017 I have been the Secretary of the United Kingdom Minerals Forum and 

contributed towards the production of the UK Minerals Strategy, published in 2018. 

Geological Relationships with Soft Sand production 

8. In paragraphs 4.6 to 4.8 of his representation, Mr. Cowley alleges that the arguments in favour of 

a ‘soft sand’ landbank are based on an ‘erroneous, technically incompetent and falsely promoted 

relationship’ between certain geological formations, the occurrence of ‘soft sand’ and the 

production of building sand for mortar, and that the Soft Sand Study and Soft Sand Topic paper 

have not recognised the alleged falsity of that relationship.  This assertion appears to be based on 

a misunderstanding, by Mr. Cowley, of what is actually stated within the Soft Sand Study, 

produced by Cuesta for West Berkshire Council.   

9. Contrary to Mr. Cowley’s assertions, that study does NOT say that Bedrock (‘Solid’) geological 

formations are the ONLY sources of building sand for mortar, nor that they CANNOT produce 

sand for concrete aggregate.  Equally, the study does NOT say that superficial (‘Drift’) geological 

formations are the ONLY sources of concreting sand nor that they CANNOT produce building sand 

for mortar.  What the study actually says is that ALL of the soft sand resources in the area (i.e. 

West Berkshire and adjoining counties) ARE bedrock resources.  This is absolutely correct.  The 

study also notes that the superficial deposits in this area are NOT sources of soft sand.  This 

again is perfectly correct.   

10. So, to make the relationships as clear as possible: 

a. Bedrock sands, in this area, are ‘soft sands’ - they have more rounded grains due to 

their origin in high energy marine depositional environments and are thereby able to 

flow more easily when used in mortar; 

b. because of this, they are far more suited to the production of building sands for 

mortar than is the case for ‘sharp sands’, which are more angular in form; 
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c. Bedrock sands can, nevertheless, also be used in certain concrete products (including 

concrete tiles, where they are blended with sharp sands from other sources); 

d. The sands within superficial deposits, in this area, are ‘sharp sands’.  They occur 

primarily in river terrace deposits and tend to have more angular grains, making them 

more suitable for use in concrete; 

e. Sharp sands can also be utilised in at least some factory-produced mortars, though (as 

explained below) this is likely to require the use of additional cement and chemical 

additives, compared with mortar produced from soft sand. 

11. Mr. Cowley has also noted that, in one of the adjoining counties (Buckinghamshire), where there 

are no bedrock sand resources, building sands are produced instead from the finer fraction of the 

superficial deposits.  Whilst that is not disputed, it does not mean that those deposits are ‘soft 

sands’.  They are sharp sands which, purely out of necessity (in the absence of more suitable soft 

sands), have been utilised to produce mortar. 

12. The technical basis for these distinctions can be summarised as follows.  More angular grains have 

a greater surface area and thus require additional water and/or chemical additives in order to 

achieve the same ‘workability’, compared with rounded grains of the same diameter.  Workability 

is a key factor in mortar production.  The increased water requirement means that greater 

quantities of cement are also needed to provide the required consistency and cohesion.  Thus, 

whilst mortar can be (and often is) produced from sharp sand resources, that which is produced 

from soft sand requires less cement and is thus clearly preferable from a sustainability point of 

view.   

13. The contrast is amplified when comparing mortar produced from locally available soft sand 

resources with that produced from sharp sand (or indeed soft sand) that is imported from more 

distant sources, because of the carbon emissions and other impacts associated with 

transportation.   

14. Mortar produced from locally available, traditional resources is also likely to be preferred by local 

builders and is often preferred (or even required) for repairs and heritage applications within the 

local area. The North Wessex Downs AONB Guidance on the Selection and Use of Colour in 

Development1 states that ‘The colour of pointing mortar can have a profound effect upon the 

visual appearance of brickwork, and to a lesser extent on blockwork’ and that ‘Traditional mortar 

 
1 North Wessex Downs AONB Partnership (2020). Guidance on the Selection and Use of Colour in Development. 
Available at: https://www.northwessexdowns.org.uk/uploads/File_Management/Publications/Planning/WD_guidance_screen.pdf  

https://www.northwessexdowns.org.uk/uploads/File_Management/Publications/Planning/WD_guidance_screen.pdf
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colours in the area tend to range from a tawny colour to a chalky white and this should be 

followed in new development.’ 

15. It follows from all of this that the locally available resources of genuine soft sand within West 

Berkshire are important for local use as building sand for mortar and that they provide a number 

of advantages.  This is not to deny the fact that the same resources can also be utilised for certain 

concrete products.  The key point is that the bedrock (soft sand) resources in West Berkshire are 

of a specific type and quality which are able to be used for the building sand market.  Therefore, 

in accordance with the NPPF, in order to allow the local production of mortar from the most 

sustainable and traditional local sources, a separate landbank of suitable bedrock sand resources 

needs to be maintained within West Berkshire (see also para’s 20 and 21, below).  

Changes in the Market for Mortar Production 

16. In paragraphs 1.18 and 1.24 to 1.29 of his representation, Mr. Cowley identifies a number of 

changes that have taken place in the market for mortar over many decades, leading to a 

progressive reduction in the demand for building sand overall, and in the specific demand from 

some local, traditional ‘soft sand’ resources.  Many of those changes, such as the virtual removal 

of internal brick walls and the increasing use of concrete blocks rather than bricks, happened 

many decades ago, however, and recent sales figures (as used in landbank calculations) will 

reflect only modern practices.  The increasing growth of factory-produced mortar is said to have 

taken place over the last 20 years or so but might well have affected the market - to at least some 

extent - over the period covered by recent sales.  Nevertheless, there is still a market for 

traditional dry-screened building sand for mortar production from local resources.  This is 

highlighted in the soft sand study and is demonstrated by sales figures reported in the LAA. 

17. Mr Cowley suggests (at paragraph 1.18) that this material now makes up only a very small 

percentage of building sand sales.  However, evidence from the Mortar Industry Association (as 

quoted by Mr. Cowley), suggests that this market amounts to around 20% of all mortar 

production, which is not insignificant. That figure is presumably a national average, encompassing 

areas which (unlike West Berkshire) do not have any local resources.  Locally, the proportion may 

therefore be different – possibly higher - and (in accordance with the NPPF) reliance needs to be 

placed on the figures given within West Berkshire’s LAA.  

18. The fact that the historical sales of soft sand within West Berkshire may have included sand used 

in certain concreting products as well as building sand for mortar does not alter the fact that they 
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were still sales of soft sand.  As such, they reflect the rate at which the overall permitted reserves 

of soft sand were being depleted and need to be taken into account.  

19. The sales provide evidence of the need to maintain an adequate and steady supply of dry-

screened soft sand for use within West Berkshire, in accordance with the NPPF. 

The Justification for a Separate Soft Sand Landbank in West Berkshire 

20. Mr. Cowley acknowledges (in paragraph 4.2 of his representation) that concreting sand and 

building sand are separate markets.  In such cases, it is appropriate to consider the identification 

of separate landbanks, in accordance with Paragraph 207(h) of the NPPF.  Mr. Cowley additionally 

claims (in his paragraph 4.1) that, in order to do this, the two materials must also be capable of 

being separately identified in reserves.  That, however, is NOT stated in the NPPF and is NOT a 

formal requirement.   

21. Moreover, there are examples elsewhere in the UK where the same geological deposits within 

the permitted reserves at a single site serve two or more distinctly separate markets, with 

separate landbank calculations being produced for each one.  These include high purity 

Carboniferous Limestone reserves in both North Wales and South Wales which are utilised partly 

for industrial purposes and partly for construction aggregate production; and Cretaceous sand 

reserves in Bedfordshire that are utilised partly for silica sand production and partly for building 

sand or concreting sand.  I have personal knowledge of all three examples, through my work on 

the Regional Technical Statements in Wales and from studies of both sand & gravel and silica 

sand carried out for Bedfordshire County Council and Central Bedfordshire Council.  In each case, 

the reserves are split on the basis of recent sales to each end-use and landbanks are then 

calculated accordingly. 

22. A further point is that, if a separate soft sand landbank were not maintained within West 

Berkshire, additional resources would need to be identified to make up the overall shortfall of 

sand and gravel provision over the Plan period.  Whilst other sites, as identified in the Preferred 

Options MWLP, are still available for potential allocation and could thereby contribute to the 

overall shortfall, all of those are of sharp sand & gravel resources.  None would be able to provide 

sand with characteristics that are suitable for use as building sand within the local market.  West 

Berkshire would therefore be unable to meet any demand for this market from within the district 

and reliance would still need to be placed on importation of suitable sand for that purpose, from 

other Mineral Planning Authorities. 
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Assessing the Quantum of Local Demand in West Berkshire 

23. Paragraphs 4.35 to 4.38 of Mr. Cowley’s representation suggest that the annual requirement for 

43,720 tonnes of soft sand in West Berkshire is excessive and unjustified.  That figure has, 

however, been correctly determined in accordance with the methodology required by the 

NPPF, as part of West Berkshire’s Local Aggregate Assessment (LAA).  As required by the NPPF, 

this takes account of average historical sales over a 10-year period together with other relevant 

local factors which may necessitate any departure from that average.  

24. In West Berkshire, separate figures are able to be calculated for soft sand and sharp sand & 

gravel.  Those for soft sand relate to sales from sites located within bedrock sand deposits at Old 

Kiln Farm (OKF) and Copyhold Farm (CF).  As noted above, the fact that those sales may have 

included sand used in certain concreting products as well as building sand for mortar does not 

alter the fact that they were sales of soft sand.   

25. Given that sales from those sites have fallen, as permitted reserves have been exhausted, and 

that no new permissions have yet been granted, WBDC consider that the LAA calculations for 

2018 provide a more reliable guide to the quantum of current and future demand than those for 

2020.  In recent years, as noted in Cuesta’s Soft Sand Study for WBDC, an increasing part of that 

demand has been met by imports of similar sand from neighbouring parts of South Oxfordshire.   

The demand has not gone away simply because local production capacity has declined to zero; it 

has been met by imported material, placing an additional burden on the neighbouring MPA. 

26. It follows that, in the absence of other evidence, it is reasonable and appropriate to plan for 

future soft sand provision in West Berkshire based on historical sales figures.  To do otherwise 

would lead to underprovision locally, with increased reliance on imported material and increased 

transportation impacts, including carbon emissions.  WBDC’s stance in seeking to maintain its 

historical share of production, rather than relying on imports, is similar to the approach adopted 

by Oxfordshire County Council in producing its own Local Aggregate Assessment in 2014, in the 

face of strong pressure to reduce its level of provision following a period of falling sales and 

production capacity.  I was involved in the preparation of that LAA and appeared as an Expert 

Witness at the Local Plan Examination, successfully defending the approach to the satisfaction of 

the Inspector.   
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The Specific Need for Soft Sand Extraction within the AONB 

27. Paragraph 1.34 of Mr. Cowley’s representation argues that “in its present form the Plan is 

unsound precisely because it does not prove the need for the proposed allocations and because 

the policies proposed will seriously harm the AONB now and in the future, contrary to policy”.   

The need for making soft sand provision from within the AONB (i.e., the proposed Chieveley 

Services allocation) is a direct consequence of the need for a separate soft sand landbank within 

West Berkshire (as covered by the foregoing points) and the absence of proven soft sand 

resources or reserves outside the AONB, as demonstrated within Cuesta’s recent Soft Sand Study. 

28. Whether or not that need is sufficient to meet the ‘exceptional circumstances’ tests set out in 

paragraph 172 of the NPPF is dealt with by the Proposed Submission Plan itself. 

29. Although potential resources of bedrock sand do exist beyond the AONB in West Berkshire, in 

that they have been mapped as deposits by the British Geological Survey, there is no convincing 

publicly available information, at present, which is able to confirm that any of those areas could 

justify being allocated as either a Specific Site or a Preferred Area for future extraction within the 

emerging MWLP.  Such justification would require the quality and commercial viability of the 

material to be proven through detailed ground investigations and laboratory testing.  The current 

absence of such information is why those areas have, instead, been identified as Areas of Search, 

to encourage future exploration by industry. 

Protection Afforded to Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty 

30. At paragraph 1.32, Mr. Cowley draws attention to “the recent Government commitment 

(November 2020) to enhance protection of protected areas (such as AONBs)”.  That commitment 

included increasing the number of protected areas in future but did not make any provision for 

enhancing the level of protection.  This assertion is therefore invalid. 

Conclusions 

31. Mr. Cowley’s submission, on behalf of Mr. & Mrs. Mills, provides a great deal of useful 

information regarding the nature and scale of mortar production and the way this has changed 

over several decades.  It also provides useful details of the deposits used in mortar production in 

several adjoining areas.  It is not contested that a large proportion of the market is now served by 

factory-produced mortars, or that these may be sourced (in some cases, at least) from resources 

other than ‘soft sands’.  However, there is still a demonstrable need (in West Berkshire, at least) 
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to provide for the smaller proportion of the market which relies on traditional, locally-sourced, 

dry-screened soft sand.  Whilst such material can often (though not always) be substituted by 

alternatives, that does not mean that it should be.   

32. Locally-produced soft sand has many sustainability benefits compared with imported alternative 

materials, ranging from cement requirements to transportation impacts including carbon 

emissions.  It also provides more suitable material for use in local heritage and repairs where it 

blends-in more easily with existing development.  The continuing demand for locally-sourced soft 

sand is demonstrated by historical sales figures (even if some of those sales have been to 

concrete applications), and by the recent importation of similar sands from neighbouring parts of 

Oxfordshire.  Going forward, that material has to be obtained from somewhere, and (rather than 

relying on Oxfordshire or other Mineral Planning Authorities) there is therefore a need to 

maintain an adequate and steady supply of locally-sourced dry-screened sand within West 

Berkshire.  

33. This submission has dispelled the ‘myth’, claimed by Mr. Cowley, that the arguments in favour of 

a ‘soft sand’ landbank are based on an ‘erroneous, technically incompetent and falsely promoted 

relationship’ between certain geological formations, the occurrence of ‘soft sand’ and the 

production of building sand for mortar.  The truth is that the bedrock resources in this area 

happen to comprise ‘soft sand’ (i.e., material made up of rounded sand grains), and that soft sand 

is better suited to the production of building sand for mortar than is the case for ‘sharp sand’.  

Those are simply facts. 

34. Mr. Cowley has acknowledged that concreting sand and building sand are separate markets.  In 

such cases, it is entirely appropriate to consider the identification of separate landbanks, in 

accordance with Paragraph 207(h) of the NPPF.  A local landbank for building sand, in this area, 

simply equates with a landbank for soft sand.   

35. Mr. Cowley has suggested that the annual requirement for 43,720 tonnes of soft sand in West 

Berkshire is excessive and unjustified.  That figure has, however, been correctly determined in 

accordance with the methodology required by the NPPF, as part of the Local Aggregate 

Assessment (LAA).   

36. Whilst making provision for soft sand from within the AONB is not ideal, it is a direct consequence 

of the need for a soft sand landbank within West Berkshire and the absence of proven soft sand 

resources or reserves outside the AONB, as demonstrated clearly within Cuesta’s recent Soft Sand 

Study. 


