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1.0 Introduction

1.1 Executive Summary

In 2024 Wales Air Ambulance Charitable Trust (WAACT) commissioned Inspire Architects to
assist in the location of a suitable site for a new operational airbase for their emergency
response helicopter (HEMS) covering the North and Mid Wales.

Inspire Architects are specialists in locating air ambulance facilities and have helped several
other air ambulance charities source appropriate land for their developments. This report has
been compiled to assist planning officers and other local authority officials understand the
complexities of acquiring land for the proposed purpose.

The report considers the following:

Areas in which the site might be located
Constraints affecting sites

Methodology for searching for sites
Analysis of the preferred site

> =

The proposed development includes:

1. Levelling and preparation of the site

2. A building capable of housing two HEMS helicopters, workshop space, offices and
training facilities. The building will have a gross internal area of approximately 1,400m?

3. A FATO, apron, helipads, parking for staff and visitors, and a helicopter refuelling facility

4. The provision of new services including drainage and power

5. Works in mitigation of flood risk including sustainable drainage systems

6. Landscaping, green infrastructure and other enhancements to ensure net biodiversity
benefits.

1.2 Parties

Parties mentioned in this report include:

1. Wales Air Ambulance Charitable Trust of Ty Elusen, Ffordd Angel, Llanelli Gate, Dafen,
Llanelli. SA14 8LQ (WAACT)

2. Turley (Planning consultants) of 18 Windsor PI, Cardiff CF10 3BY (TPC)

3. Inspire Architects of 33 Cathedral Road, Cardiff, CF11 9HB (IA)

1.3 Terminology

Commonly used terminology relating to the air ambulance industry used in this report includes
the following:

Bath Office: 1 Northumberland Buildings, Wood Street, Bath, BAT 2JB 01225 436432
Cardiff Office: 33 Cathedral Road, Cardiff. CF11 9HB 02920 109135
Inspire Architects is a trading name of Sophem Limited 07732329



INSPIREArchitects u

1. WAACT — Wales Air Ambulance Charity Trust (The Charity)

2. HEMS — Helicopter emergency medical service

3. PHEMS — Pre-Hospital emergency medical service, typically employing a doctor to
perform procedures at the location of the incident or aboard a vehicle, rather than
awaiting arrival at a hospital to commence treatment.

4. FATO - Final approach and take off, an area like a runway used as an appropriate space
to accelerate / decelerate the helicopter prior to take off/landing.

5. RRV — Rapid Response Vehicle

6. FOD - Foreign Object Debris, refers to any object that is not part of an aircraft or its
systems and has the potential to cause damage or injury. FOD prevention is crucial in
aviation to ensure safety and prevent costly damage and delay

7. CCP - Critical Care Paramedic

ALC — Agricultural Land Classification

9. BMV - Best and Most Valuable (In reference to ALC)

o
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2.0 Search Area

2.1 Search Area

IA were instructed to seek a suitable site along the A55 corridor within the area shown in figure
1. This area has been selected by the Charity after much careful thought as an appropriate
location for the facility. This is a balance between geographical position and population density
in the area of operation. The objective of the new facilities in this location is to reduce the time
taken to reach patients in the area of operation, providing swifter care and enhanced clinical
outcomes.

The search area covers approximately 135 km?. Primary roads in the area are limited to the A55
which is the arterial road for the majority of people in North Wales. The required site is to be a
minimum of 6 acres (2.4 ha) in size in order to accommodate the proposed development listed
in section 1.1.

Opportunities and Constraints Key

Suitable Land: Land affected by little to no constraint, and in close proximity to A55 and easily accessible.
[ Semi-Suitable Land: Land which is affected by little to no major constraints but is not easily accessible.
I Unsuitable Land: Land which is in an AONB, is geographically unsuitable eg steep, forested. Land owned
by private estates not likely to let, densely populated areas.

I Flood Zone
- Power Lines
A55

Figure 1—Primary search area
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Figure 2 — Typical vehicles used by WAACT
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3.0 Search Methodology

3.1 Requirements, Constraints and Preferences

There are several constraints that rule out sites or make sites difficult to acquire within the
search area, and these are:

1. Aviation Obstructions — The prospective sites must be free from aviation obstruction
such as power lines, wind turbines, tall chimneys, telecom masts and other tall
structures. It is notable that there are a lot of aviation obstructions in the area,
particularly along the A55 where there are several wind turbines and an extensive
network of pylons.

2. Flooding — Locating the site in a flood zone or adjacent to access routes that are subject
to flooding would eventually have a negative effect on the Charity’s ability to promptly
respond to incidents. Given the search area includes a large amount of land in the
flood zone, and that some compromise is required, the absolute requirement is that the
aviation features, the building and the approach to the building must be unaffected by
flooding. Figures 1and 3 both illustrate the extensive component of the search area
that is subject to flooding. Much of the flood zones in the search area are the highest
risk rating, flood zone three.
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Figure 3 — The extensive flood risk zones within the search area

3. Acoustics — The helicopter and RRV's under blue light do create some acoustic output
and therefore it is preferrable to locate the proposed facilities avoiding large-scale built
up areas, and requiring careful consideration of how acoustic effects can be mitigated
where there are residential properties within close proximity. It should be noted that the
approach and departure of the helicopter is typically quite shallow and long, and
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therefore, noise generated means that very sensitive receptor sites need to be absent
from these areas around the proposed facilities. It is preferable to seek the absence of
very sensitive receptors as necessary for approximately 300m on either side of the FATO.

4. Topography — Any site for aviation usage is preferably flat. The area of the search is
undulating compared with other areas in which air ambulance facilities are based.
There are also some areas of hilly or mountainous terrain that are wholly unsuitable for
the proposed use.

5. Orientation — The prevailing wind in the search area is westerly. It is preferable to land
and take-off into the prevailing wind, so it is necessary to orient the FATO in an east —
west direction. Ideally the FATO would be 400m long, but there are very few sites that
could accommodate this in the search area along with all the other constraints and
preferences.

6. Planning - It should be noted that the air ambulance use is not covered by a specific
planning policy / use class and therefore is sui generis. There are no specific planning
policies relevant to the unique proposed use. The strategy is therefore informed by
seeking to avoid sites with any prohibitive planning or environmental constraints or
designations.

7. Road Access — The operational area of the Charity is large and varied. It is sometimes
more appropriate to dispatch an RRV vehicle by road than to attend an incident using
the helicopter. Circumstances that might give rise to this decision can include poor
weather conditions, time of day (the helicopter operates in daylight hours under normal
circumstances), lack of suitable landing sites near the incident or the type of incident.
Another critical factor is that a key indicator of patient outcomes is the time it takes to
arrive at an incident. It is therefore vital that the proposed facilities are located in a
position where the primary road access is only a few minutes’ drive. This vital
requirement rules out 75% of the potential sites within the search area.

8. Availability of Services — Given any preferred site is unlikely to be near a substantial
settlement or near any existing industrial or aviation usage it is likely to be in open
countryside. Any appropriate site within the open countryside needs to be reasonably
close to services, such as three-phase power, water, drainage and telecoms. Again, this
considerably reduces the number of appropriate sites.

9. Security — The site must be capable of being secured and becoming a surveilled and
defensible environment. Typically, this means a perimeter fence around the entire
establishment and creating an environment that does not attract fly tipping or illegal
occupation.

10. Aviation Restrictions — Given the need to quickly take off and land at any time during
daylight hours any restriction from nearby airports, military use, glider schools or
drones is potentially harmful to the proposed operation of the HEMS facility.
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11. Site developability — Many sites in the area are difficult to develop and beyond the
scope of the Charity's project to investigate. Constraints in this regard include having
the funding or capacity to deal with large amounts of demolition or remediation, sites
that might be subject to extensive archaeology, contaminated sites, and sites with
significant ecological sensitivities.

12. Donor sensitivities — The Charity is wholly dependent on Charitable donations, it
therefore cannot undertake activities that might be unacceptable to donors such as the
removal of forested areas. For a range of similar reasons, the site cannot be in a
position likely to affect conservation areas, listed buildings, SSSI's etc. It is noted that an
AONB, the Clwyddian Range is adjacent to the site search area but as this area is hilly /
mountainous it is unsuitable for the proposed facility. Care must however be shown in
design given the proximity of the AONB.
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13. FOD — Any potential site needs to be away from sources of FOD and dust as these both
have an adverse effect on aviation safety and the helicopter’s longevity.

14. Elevation — In certain areas, the elevation of the terrain would prove a difficulty to the
proposed facility and its operation. WAACT have advised that locations over 600ft
above sea level are significantly more likely to be occluded by low cloud, fog and mist.
These weather conditions are inhibiting factors in that they can prevent take-off and
landing.
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3.2 Methodology

The process of site selection has been conducted on a step-by-step basis as follows:

STEP 1 - With appropriate technical rigour, identify and agree the correct area in which a base
could be effectively located to provide maximum benefit to the Charity. This has been
undertaken by the Charity and has been subject to extensive scrutiny from a range of sources.
Further information is available on request. Key works include establishing the pattern of
previous incidents and modelling the time taken to attend. Seeking betterment from both this
source and the testimony of crews attending incidents has allowed the Charity to hone their
requirements and formulate a scientifically accurate and wholly reliable search area for the new
facilities.

STEP 2 — Identify potential sites within the target area and make an assessment of their nature
and viability. Primarily, searching, has been achieved using specialist software to identify
appropriately sized sites within the search area. An extensive process of evaluation using online
sources is then undertaken until viable sites can be shortlisted. Shortlisted sites are then
physically inspected by IA and reviewed by the Charity.

STEP 3 — Approach landowners and investigate whether land is available and make more
detailed assessments of viability. Once complete, key Charity senior managers and interested
stakeholders have visited sites to validate viability assessments.
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4.0 Results

4.1 Result Processing

IA has spoken to approximately 50 landowners regarding the proposed facilities, and where a
dialogue has been positive, have visited the site(s) in question to confirm viability.

Sites were evaluated in this order:

1. Aviation use sites — As it is potentially the least contentious place to locate an aircraft
facility, given the established uses and operations, the site search reviewed aviation use
sites first and all airfields, helipads, airports, military facilities and gliding clubs in the
search area. These have been investigated and systematically ruled out. There are few
such facilities in the search area but of those that demonstrated promise, they have
been ruled out for other reasons, such as the elevation.

2. Industrial sites — Any industrial or commercial land that has been available either on or
off market has been investigated and again discounted. Typical reasons for this include
the lack of appropriately sized land parcels or surrounding land use not being
compatible with the proposed aviation use.

3. Farms — On-market farms have been investigated, but none has had the correct location
in relation to the road network, services or sufficient freedom from aviation obstruction.

4. Off-market sites located using specialist software — This, in all the air ambulance base
projects |A have worked on, has proved the most productive route to finding viable
sites, and it has proven so for this project too.
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Figure 5 — Specialist site investigation software with links to the Land Registry allows hundreds
of sites to be reviewed in a short space of time.

4.2 Prospective Sites

The site search area has comparatively few viable sites owing to the large number of restrictions
as listed in section 3.1. However, thirteen potentially viable sites were identified and presented
to the Charity for detailed evaluation. The Charity had previous investigated a range of sites
and two were proven to be potentially prospective sites, these were:

Rhuddllan Police Site
The Charity record the following as a summary of their discussions with the Police

“Given our knowledge of the existence of a previously operational airbase at Rhuddlan (still
owned by North Wales Police), it was a logical step for the Charity to make inquiries as to
whether the site might be available, as it was ideally located, in line with the Service Review's
geographical recommendation, and had the relevant permissions already in place. Given the
importance of making any agreed changes as quickly as possible to save more lives, the Charity's
Trustees wished to understand whether this location could be an option, and dialogue took place
with North Wales Police. Following a review of the question posed by the Charity, North Wales
Police Chief Officers subsequently confirmed they had no plans to sell their Rhuddlan site.”

Ysbyty Glan Clwyd

Similarly, the Charity approached the hospital as it would be reasonable and potentially
advantageous to co-locate the proposed facilities near the hospital. Investigations were held
between the parties, but no suitable parcel of land and opportunity was identified, nor could
one be made available to purchase.

Of the remaining sites identified there were frequent, similar reasons for acquisition to be
impractical. These reasons include combinations of:

e Emergent deficiencies in the site’s ability to comply with the various technical
requirements when examined in detail.

e A lack of appetite from the landowner for the proposition; it should be remembered
that not everyone wants a helicopter flying on, or near, their land.

e Optimism on the part of the landowner that other offers that might generate higher
capital receipts would emerge in the future, such as for distribution use.

e Some farmers simply wished to retain their land to farm or felt that the proposals would
adversely affect their ability to farm.

e Some sites had already committed to other ventures, especially south of the A55.

e Some sites where not available within the timescale required by the Charity for a variety
of reasons ranging from probate to other commercial considerations.

e Some sites owners failed to respond to canvassing, which included letters, emails and
phone calls.
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4.3 Selected Site

Of the thirteen, a site to the West of Rhuallt was deemed to be the most appropriate by some
margin. When comparing it to the selection criteria the following qualities were noted.

Criteria Assessment Commentary Score
(1-5)
Size The selected site is 10.89 | The site is slightly larger 5
acres in size than the requirement

allowing some options in
design and development
of the facility.

Figure 6 — Site area is 10.89 acres of which only a small corner is not suitable for development
of the proposed facility.

Aviation obstructions No obstructions of The predominant aviation 5
significance noted obstruction in the search
area are electrical high
voltage pylons and wind
turbines. The selected site
is far enough away from
both to allow for safe
aviation.
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isolated position
separated from adjacent
sensitive receptors in the
village of Rhuallt by a
small industrial estate

Flooding Small parts of the site The Eastern edge of the 3
along the eastern site is within flood zone 2
boundary are located and 3 The extent of the
within Flood Zones 2 flooding is limited, and the
and 3 (risk from surface | size and configuration of
water and small the site allows for critical
watercourses). facilities to be outside this
area. Some works will be
necessary to ensure that
the facility does not
intensify the immediate
flood risk.
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Figure 7 — Flood data to TAN15 from NRW
Acoustics The site is in a relatively | There are some sensitive 4

receptors to noise within
the village of Rhuallt
including residential
accommodation and a
camping site. The camping
site is 400m from the
prospective location of the
helipads. (The most noisy
procedure is start up and
takeoff from the pads)
Residential properties to
the South of the selected
site are unlikely to register
any further significant
noise impacts owing to the
proximity of the A55 traffic
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Figure 8 — Distance to camping site

noise which is quite
prominent. n Acoustic
Consultant has been
appointed to inform the
design of the scheme and
any neccessary mitigation
to ensure acoustic effects
are minimised and
managed.

Topography

The selected site is
largely level with a small
fall towards the stream
on the Eastern
boundary.

The selected site is
sufficiently level to reduce
the amount of cut and fill
exercise to a minimum to
form the FATO and
helipads. This in turn
reduces the disruption to
the natural form of the
land, shortens construction
activity and reduces related
CO2 emissions. Given the
adjacent topography in the
areas this may be as good
as is realistically achievable.

Orientation

The selected site is
square in shape with
good routes for flight to
the west and east.

The orientation of the
selected site is appropriate
and desirable for the
proposed usage.

Planning potential

The site is not subject to
any specific planning or
environmental
designations. From a
planning perspective,

In terms of the sites
reviewed from the shortlist
the selected site has
limited planning
designations and the
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the key site constraints technical team's initial

that require assessment of the site
consideration include confirms that it is suitable
flood risk (along the for development, with any

eastern boundary), the constraints being able to
AONB (approximately be managed and

800m to the east), any mitigated.

on-site tree and ecology
constraints, and amenity | This development remains
considerations owing to | in the open countryside

nearby residential and an exceptional case
neighbours and must be made. It will be
businesses. important for the designers

to rigorously reduce all
other potential points of

contention.
Road Network Less than Tmins travel Almost immediate access 5
time to the A55 under to the A55 allow for
blue lights for RRV's prompt attendance at a

range of incidents to major
population centres on the
North coast of Wales. The
Charity will deliver its
service faster and patient
outcomes will be
substantially improved.

The development is not
anticipated to generate any
significant level of
additional movements and
the scheme is being
informed by a qualified
highways consultant.
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Figure 9 - Relationship of the site to A55 Road network access.
Availability of Services

Security There is vehicle access to | There is capacity to fence 5
one area of one side of | the site to achieve a high
the site. level of security against

casual attack and
occupation. The chief
concerns to be addressed
by designers include:
Ensuring unauthorised
access is prohibited
Protecting fuel storage
areas

Protecting the drug store
area

Protecting the helicopters
All aspects are readily
addressable.

Aviation potential There is no conflicted air | The location allows for take 5
space nearby. off and landing in a range
The site is highly suitable | of weather conditions and
for take-off and landing. | extend the availability of
the HEMS service. This will
result in better response
times to incidents and the
promotion of a PHEM
service in the area of

operation.
Site developability The site is relatively flat, | The shape of the site is 5
previously undeveloped | ideal and there is sufficient
and not subject to room for the proposed
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contamination, previous
mining activity or any
known archaeology.

development without
compromise.

Donor sensitivities

The site is currently in
use as an arable field

There are no known source
of contention for donors.
Care will be needed to
demonstrate ecological
awareness to flora and
fauna at the margins of the
site.

The AONB should not be
affected by the proposed
facility but care should be
shown in design especially
of landscaping around the
building.

FOD Potential

There are no nearby
sources of FOD

There are no FOD sources
or potential FOD sources in
the area. The site is
located away from uses
(quarries / landfill) that can
cause problems for
operators.

Elevation

The site is at a relatively
low level on the plain
beyond the Clwyddian
range

There are no problems
with elevation for this site.

Total Score (from a max of 70pts) = 65pts (Exceptional)

Other minor considerations are the Land’s agricultural quality (ALC) which Turley have
confirmed following review of Landstack and Welsh Gov data as being Grade 3a -Good quality
agricultural land with some limitations, the lowest grade of 'BMV' land.
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4.4 Conclusion

The land to the west of Rhuallt is an excellent choice for the proposed facility in technical terms
and the landowner is amenable to a disposal and the proposed usage.

Initial assessment indicates that the site is capable of successfully addressing any potential
impacts. These considerations include design, noise, amenity, highways and transportation,
trees, ecology, flood risk and drainage and landscape considerations. The Charity intends to
continue working with the specialist development team, and in collaboration with the Council,
to ensure the evolution of the scheme takes all such matters into account from the outset. We
welcome advice and any questions from Officers to inform this.
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