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Nathaniel Lichfield & Partners Limited (trading as “Lichfields”) is registered in England, no. 2778116
Registered office at The Minster Building, 21 Mincing Lane, London EC3R 7AG

Briefing Note 
 

Our ref 04858/45/NT/HW 
Date 15 September 2022 
To  
From Lichfields 
Subject Thorpe Park Resort – Proposed Rollercoaster application 

1.0 Purpose 

1.1 This briefing note addresses the matters recently discussed between Runnymede BC 
(RBC) and Lichfields in relation to the EA objections (31.08.22) related to planning 
application ref. RU.22/0374. This note focuses on Thorpe Park Resort in respect of 
flooding and the long and well-established approach to development involving flood 
compensation and operation/ evacuation plans. The note explains the unique nature of 
the site in flooding terms - from the town planning perspective - and why, despite the EA’s 
in principle objection, the proposed new rollercoaster should be granted planning 
permission. 

1.2 By way of background this proposed new rollercoaster will be the first at the site for 10 
years. As we explained in the application documents and summarised below, the 
investment is essential for the park in terms of recovering from the pandemic as well as 
ensuring a thriving business over the coming years.  The application has been subject to 
extensive consultation and the submitted documents clearly set out the very special 
circumstances to justify development within the green belt. The scheme includes 10% 
biodiversity net gain and has demonstrated there will not be any significant adverse 
impacts.  With the exception of the Environment Agency objection, which we address 
below, there are no objections from statutory consultees and 5 letters of support have 
been received from third parties. The lack of any third party objections indicates that the 
consultation and explanation of the development has reassured everyone about the careful 
site selection, the benefits and that there will be no adverse effects.    

1.3 The Environment Agency has raised some technical matters (“objection 2”) to the 
application which Atkins responded to on 9 and 15 September 2022. We consider all of 
these queries have now been addressed and Atkins awaits a response from the EA to 
objection 2. There is also an in-principle objection (“objection 1”) from the Environment 
Agency because part of the site is located within the functional floodplain. However, that 
of course applies to many parts of the park, which means the operator is well aware of 
these issues and designs and manages the park with the issues and risks addressed.  

2.0 Background and Need for Investment 

2.1 Thorpe Park Resort is a major UK theme park located within Runnymede Borough Council, 
on land formerly excavated for gravel. It includes three lakes Manor Lake, Fleet Lake and 
Abbey Lake, which surround the core of the park and its rides and attractions. A fourth 
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lake, St Ann’s Lake, to the south, is outside of the Thorpe Park Resort ownership and 
operates as Thorpe Lakes a water sports company. Thorpe Park Resort is the only theme 
park in Surrey and has continually maintained its position as a high-profile tourist 
attraction within Runnymede and the wider south east region. The operation of Thorpe 
Park Resort as a major theme park therefore brings many economic benefits to the local 
area, a summary of some of these benefits is provided in appendix 1.  

2.2 Thorpe Park is located within the green belt and includes areas within flood zone 2 and 
3.  Following changes to the Use Class Order the use of the theme park is Sui Generis. 
Theme parks are not specifically referred to in the NPPF categorisation of 
vulnerability/acceptability in the flood zones.  The nearest that can be identified is 
“Assembly and Leisure” but that covers numerous forms of development (often 
indoors/inside buildings) and not exclusively or mainly theme parks.  This isn’t surprising 
given how few theme parks exist and the very broad brush nature of the categories referred 
to in the table.  The guidance and categorisations in essence focus on seeking to avoid 
causing risk to people from flooding. It is important to reflect on this when assessing the 
development at such an unusual site.  

2.3 The site has an extensive planning history and over the years a number of Medium Term 
Development Plans have been secured for new development at the site (MTDP 2004-2010 
ref. RU.03/0965 and MTDP 2010-2016, ref. RU.10/0579 and). This new development has 
allowed Thorpe Park to continue to maintain visitor numbers and invest in its 
infrastructure. Past experience has shown that a lack of investment in new rides and 
attractions means that visitor numbers decline. Declining visitors results in less overall 
investment and a cycle of decline. Continued investment at the site is therefore critical to 
maintain visitors and the wider economic and social benefits that the theme park brings to 
the area. The graph below demonstrates the importance of investment in new rides and 
attractions in order to maintain visitor numbers. 
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2.4 The proposed rollercoaster application is critical to the recovery of Thorpe Park post covid 
and it is important that the determination of the application is not delayed further as 
Merlin needs to commit to construction contracts to ensure that the ride can open for 2024. 

3.0 Thorpe Park’s Floodplain Compensation Scheme 

3.1 Given the site’s location in an area at risk of flooding a comprehensive floodplain 
compensation scheme has been agreed as part of the Medium Term Development Plan – 
agreed in November 2004 for compensation areas 1, 2, 3, 4a and 4b (ref. RU.03/0965 – 
permission at appendix 2) and a separate application was approved in 2010 for area 
compensation area 1a (ref. RU.09/1050– permission at appendix 3). This allows surplus 
floodplain storage to be provided on site, by lowering ground levels. The floodplain storage 
space created is then used to offset against new development at the site. The compensation 
scheme means that development proposals do not increase the risk of flooding at the site or 
in the surrounding area.  

3.2 A plan showing the compensation areas is provided below: 

 

Source: Atkins 

3.3 Floodplain compensation areas 1, 2, 3, 4a were implemented during 2008/09. Area 4b was 
not constructed and has not been included in the floodplain compensation table.  

3.4 Compensation area 1a was constructed at a later date and was subject to approval of 
additional details by the Council to address conditions 1 & 3 of the compensation area 1a 
planning permission which required details of channel dimensions and an updated 
floodplain compensation table. These approvals are appended to this note – see letters 
dated July 2010 & May 2011 at appendix 3, alongside a copy of the approved plan ref. 472/9 
4/0 which shows the approved compensation area 1a alongside the other approved areas).  
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3.5 As part of discussions on the creation of area 1a it was agreed that compensation from area 
3 would be gifted for community benefit and not used by Thorpe Park.  

3.6 Images taken from Google Pro and contained at appendix 4 confirm the physical changes 
on site as a result of the implementation of the floodplain compensation areas. The photos 
are several years old and the vegetation will have matured significantly in the interim. 
Please let us know if additional up to date pictures will be helpful. 

3.7 The floodplain compensation table linking new development and offsetting the flood 
storage has been regularly updated over the last 18 years, and agreed through planning 
conditions and planning permissions that reference the relevant updated floodplain 
compensation table. The status of the floodplain compensation scheme is also reflected in 
Runnymede Local Plan Policy EE13 ‘Managing Flood Risk’ which references that “any loss 
of the approved compensation scheme at Thorpe Park” by the River Thames Scheme would 
be re-provided in agreement with the Council. 

3.8 As well as providing floodplain storage, the floodplain compensation scheme provides 
ecology enhancements at the site. Below are images of the site when the compensation 
areas were under construction (1) and the significant new landscaping and ecological areas 
that were provided as part of the compensation areas (2), alongside the new landscaped 
buffer areas which provide further ecological enhancements and substantial screening of 
rides and attractions within the core of the park.   

Images showing the construction of the compensation area, the completed 
compensation area and the landscaped buffer areas. 
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4.0 Operation of Thorpe Park 

4.1 Thorpe Park has an established Flood Evacuation Management Plan that has been agreed 
with the Council in consultation with the Environment Agency. This ensures there are clear 
procedures in place that are intended to ensure there is not an emergency in the first 
place.   The primary approach is that Thorpe Park regularly monitors lake levels at the site 
using monitoring stations located within its lakes. The measures and procedures that are in 
place mean that the theme park would either be closed to visitors in advance of an 
anticipated flood event or evacuated well in advance of a flood event.  However as explained 
by Atkins the nature of the water bodies at Thorpe, mean that the levels rise relatively 
gradually and this enables advanced planning by the senior management team at the theme 
park and an advanced decision made to not admit visitors to the park. In the last 20 years it 
has not been necessary to close the Park due to flooding.  Should there be an expected event 
the evacuation plan is put into operation.  Any damage to the site and its 
buildings/infrastructure as a result of flooding is a matter for Thorpe Park and its insurance 
company.  Thorpe Park is therefore a very different site compared to other types of 
development where monitoring does not take place, where evacuation plans may not exist, 
occupiers may be less willing/able to evacuate, and/or where there are no measures in place 
to monitor and respond to any flood event. 

4.2 The proposed new rollercoaster is located within the core of the theme park or the pink 
zone which is defined in the MTDP as the area where new development and associated 
activities will be concentrated. The application site comprises the Old Town part of the 
Resort which includes several rides, a food and beverage unit and the structures/buildings 
of now closed rides, including Loggers Leap. The site is therefore not an undeveloped piece 
of land and the proposed use of the site will reflect that of the previous use for which the 
principle has been established. Indeed, Thorpe Park could refurbish the buildings and rides 
without the need for planning permission and they could be used by the general public 
without the need for any flood mitigation/ floodplain compensation. This is a clear fall back 
in planning terms. The extent of the existing buildings and structures within the application 
boundary is shown in the extracted demolition plan below (see red hatched areas). Overall 
the proposed development will result in a net reduction of building footprint on the site. 
Those older/existing buildings on site were not designed to be resilient to the flow of flood 
water either so as well as providing less footprint the proposed new buildings also have 
better flood resilience should the buildings become inundated? ]. There will be an increase 
in ride track and columns however this is part and parcel of any new attraction but is clearly 
raised above any design flood level in terms of the track, water compatible in terms of the 
columns, and outdoor in nature.   
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Plan extract showing demolition of buildings rides and structures 

 

4.3 The “Assembly and Leisure” use class that is referenced in flooding guidance encompasses a 
wide range of uses that occur far more frequently across the country compared to theme 
parks– this includes bingo halls, film studios, casino, exhibition and leisure centres. 
Following the changes to the use class order Theme Parks are sui generis. Theme parks are 
not a typical “assembly and leisure” use and a considered and nuanced approach is valid in 
these circumstances  rather than trying to shoe horn the development into one category or 
another.  On this basis we consider it is more appropriate to consider the unique 
circumstance and the nature of theme park uses as they are largely outdoor based 
recreation – classed as sui generis in the new use class order.  The proposed ride needs to 
be provided within the core of the park. It cannot be provided elsewhere in areas of lower 
flood risk due to the space constraints and operational requirements meaning the ride 
needs to be located within this existing developed core location within the park. 

4.4 The proposed rollercoaster merely updates and replaces existing infrastructure within the 
core of the park to create a new theme park ride. The visitor numbers generated from the 
development will contribute to the recovery of visitor numbers at the Resort, but visitor 
numbers will remain below the peak that occurred in 2010 and well below those assessed 
for the Medium Term Development Plan. The proposed development will not create a new 
use and all new floorspace is compensated for within the updated floodplain compensation 
table. There is no additional flood risk at the site or in the surrounding area as a result of 
the proposed development, given the proposed floodplain compensation and drainage 
strategy.  The proposed development does not therefore conflict with the NPPF which 
identifies that when determining any planning applications, local planning authorities 
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should ensure that flood risk is not increased elsewhere. The submitted flood-risk 
assessment demonstrates: 

A) that there will be no increase in flood risk.  

B) the development is located within an existing developed part of the site and replaces 
existing rides and buildings, whilst the site includes areas at risk of flooding (zones 2 
and 3) this is unavoidable given the sites flood risk classification and the location of the 
core of the park which is surrounded by lakes.  

C) The sequential and exception tests are passed.  

D) The development is appropriately flood  resilient such that, in the event of a flood, it 
could be quickly brought back into use without significant refurbishment. The finished 
floor levels for the control room, maintenance building and rollercoaster boarding 
platform are all above the 1% + 35%CC level, but due to access requirements the F&B 
unit and Photo booth finished floor levels have not been raised above flood levels due to 
the need to provide level access and a desire to reduce additional loss of floodplain 
storage. Thorpe Park has however accepted that any damage to these facilities will need 
to be paid for by the theme park at no expense to the public. 

E) The proposals are accompanied by a comprehensive drainage scheme including source 
control SuDS techniques. 

F) Any residual risk will be safely managed by the lake level monitoring and flood 
evacuation procedures which includes agreed evacuation routes.  

4.5 Thorpe Park is a unique site and given the measures in place it is considered that the 
proposed development should be approved. The technical objection due to the presence of 
some of the development being within the functional floodplain is acknowledged. However 
the need for rides and infrastructure to be replaced at the theme park mean is critical to the 
success of the site and the proposed development merely replaces existing rides and 
infrastructure within the core of the site. It has been demonstrated that the proposed 
development will not increase flood risk at the site or elsewhere and that the sequential and 
exception tests have been passed. 

4.6 Thorpe Park and Merlin has taken a responsible and forward thinking approach towards 
the flood risk via the provision of its compensation scheme and has also been providing bio 
diversity benefits before such requirements were required or imposed.  This proactive and 
responsible approach has therefore kept the flood areas in balance and the park operating 
safely for many years. 

4.7 Given the above it is considered that the guidance in the NPPF (para 167 has been met) and 
that the proposals do not conflict with Policy EE13 of the Runnymede Local Plan. 

4.8 The wider benefits and acceptability of the proposed development are set out within the 
submitted Planning Statement and the conclusions from the Planning Statement are 
included at appendix 5 of this note. 
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Appendix 1 

 



























 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Nathaniel Lichfield & Partners 
14 Regents Wharf 
All Saints Street 
London 
N1 9RL 

Runnymede Civic Centre, Station Road 
 Addlestone, Surrey  KT15 2AH 

 
Tel: 01932 838383 
Fax: 01932 838384 

DX 46350 ADDLESTONE 

w e ov. kwww.runnymede.gov.uk 

  
    

    G T IS   IONSGRANTING/DISCHARGING OF CONDITIONS    
 
 
Application No: RU.10/0531  
  
 
 
  Date 01 July 2010 
 
Dear Miss Whitney, 
 

            AI  UAN   O S 2 N  D TAIDETAILS PURSUANT TO CONDITIONS 2 (LINK DETAIL                 6 C AE LO  F G A  S) AND 6 (ARCHAEOLOGY) OF PLANNING APPROVAL 
              0  R C    MPE S  E  1RU.09/1050 FOR CREATION OF FLOOD COMPENSATION AREA 1A    

    
           O  K  E  O , E TAT THORPE PARK, STAINES ROAD, CHERTSEY 

Your ref: 04858/16/105/NT/HW/MM/1099596v1 
 
I refer to the letter from the Environment Agency dated 2nd June 2010 and the letter from the County 
Archaeologist dated 7th June 2010. 
 
I therefore write to confirm that the details submitted in compliance with the conditions listed below 
are considered satisfactory to comply with planning permission RU.09/1050:  
  
 Condition            Title             Drawing/Document 
 
       2  Bridge Link Details                   472-9 29A 
 
       6  Archaeology    Written Scheme of Investigation 

(Archaeological Solutions Ltd. 21st May 2010) 
 
 
This approval is only in respect of the details submitted and if any of the details are amended the Local 
Planning Authority should be consulted immediately to ensure no further submissions are required. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
  ER MPETER SIMS    

Director of Technical Services 
 
 

      Our primary aim: to enhance the quality of life for Runnymede residents 
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Appendix 4: Google Earth Pro extracted images of Thorpe Park 

March 2005 – initial works at compensation area 4a are visible. ©Google 

 

Sept 2008 – Compensation areas 1 and 2 are clearly shown and area 3 and 4a are also shown. ©Google 
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March 2011: Compensation 1a has been completed. ©Google 

 

June 2013: all compensation areas are complete and shown on the aerial image. ©Google 

 



 

 

Pg 11/12  
25801341v4 
 

Appendix 5: Planning Statement Conclusions 

The application presents sustainable development and both the NPPF and Runnymede Local Plan 
recognise the importance of the continued success of the leisure industry in supporting the local 
economy. Thorpe Park Resort is recognised as a high profile local tourist attraction and the proposed 
development will enable the theme park to continue its recovery trajectory from the pandemic and 
make a substantial and valuable contribution to the prosperity of the Borough. Overall, the proposed 
development is considered acceptable for the following reasons: 

1  The principle of continued investment and enhancement of Thorpe Park Resort is strongly 
supported by national and local policy and due to the nature of development being intrinsically 
linked to the theme park, the sequential test is complied with. 

2  The development is considered to be an exception to inappropriate development in the Green Belt 
as the redevelopment of previously developed land that does not have a greater impact on the 
openness of the Green Belt in line with NPPF paragraph 149. Should the Council consider 
otherwise, a substantial very special circumstances case exists, whereby any harm identified to the 
Green Belt or other harm is demonstrably outweighed by the economic and environmental public 
benefits arising from the development. Regardless of the approach followed, the proposed 
development can be found acceptable in Green Belt terms. 

3  The proposal will revitalise an underused part of the Resort to deliver a high quality scheme that 
will contribute to the local character and context. The layout is well integrated within the site and 
allows the retention of significant existing trees. A bespoke theme will be delivered with the colour 
scheme reflecting a lighter colour for the taller sections of track to blend into the sky. 

4  The proposals will ensure that the economic benefits of Thorpe Park Resort are retained and 
increased including: A total addition of 31 jobs from the proposed development itself. In turn, the 
Resort supports 185 permanent jobs and 853 seasonal jobs along with 265 jobs created indirectly 
by visitor spending in shops, hotels and restaurants in the local area. A further 89 jobs will be 
created during the construction stage of the development. Moreover, it will lead to an additional 
£17.5m indirect and induced operational expenditure annually and draw a further £13.6m visitor 
expenditure per year in local shops, hotels, restaurants etc. from overnight visitors to the Resort. 

5  A comprehensive landscaping scheme will contribute to the overall greening of the site with 
substantial new planting that will lead to an increase in tree coverage of 45% across the site, more 
than compensating for the low quality trees removed as a result of the development. 

6  With respect to visual impact, Thorpe Park Resort sits discretely within its landscape setting. The 
careful and considerate positioning and theming of the ride will ensure that views of the new ride 
are reduced by utilising and adding to the existing tree belt screening around the edge of the site. 
Where the proposed rollercoaster will be visible, the structure will be seen within the context of 
existing rides in the main developed core of the Resort, meaning the character of views will remain 
unchanged. 

7  The setting and significance of Thorpe, Laleham and Chertsey Conservation Areas will be 
preserved, along with the associated heritage assets within these including the listed buildings at 
Thorpe Park Resort. Similarly the setting of nearby listed buildings including the Grade II* Cemex 
House to the north of the site will also be preserved. 



 

 

Pg 12/12  
25801341v4 
 

8  The proposed development will be acceptable in flood risk terms with sufficient capacity in the 
flood compensation bank at Thorpe Park Resort to accommodate the development. Appropriate 
design mitigation has been incorporated into the scheme including a sustainable drainage scheme 
which will attenuate surface water from the development in line with policy requirements. 

9  The scheme will be compatible with the emerging River Thames Flood Relief Scheme to be 
delivered by the Environment Agency in line with Policy LP Policy EE13. 

10 A Biodiversity Net Gain of 10% will be achieved on site through new woodland planting and habitat 
creation. In addition, appropriate mitigation measures have been recommended to ensure that the 
development will not have an adverse impact on the nearby designated sites or priority species. The 
development is therefore acceptable in ecology terms. 

In addition, the proposed development will be acceptable with respect to noise impact, highways 
impact, sustainability, and contamination. 

Accordingly, the proposed development accords with the statutory development plan and should 
therefore be granted planning permission. 




