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Executive Summary  

 

This statement expands upon the letter of representation submitted by JB 

Planning Associates on behalf Gascoyne Cecil Estates (the Estate) dated 18 

September 2018.   

 

It acknowledged that there is no widely accepted methodology to guide the way in 

which assessments of the Green Belt should be carried out, however the Estate 

finds that the information presented in the Welwyn Hatfield Green Belt Study: 

Stage 3 has not been presented in an accessible form, making it difficult for the 

reader to interpret what is being said, with sometimes confusing and conflicting 

commentary about the relative ‘value’ of the Green Belt.   

 

It is therefore questionable whether the Study will assist the Borough Council and 

provide the necessary evidence in a transparent way to demonstrate that 

‘exceptional circumstances’ exist to justify further Green Belt releases.    
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Introduction  

 

1. JB Planning Associates are instructed by Gascoyne Cecil Estates (the Estate) to 

submit additional comments in response to the Welwyn Hatfield Green Belt Study: 

Stage 3 prepared by Land Use Consultants (LUC) to assist the Examination of the 

Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan, 2016. 

 

2. The Estate is a major landowner in Welwyn Hatfield and its holdings cover several 

thousand hectares and extend into the surrounding administrative areas of 

Hertsmere, East Hertfordshire and North Hertfordshire.  

 

3. The Estate is a key stakeholder and has a significant interest in the Local Plan, 

not only in relation to the strategic allocations that are being actively promoted by 

the Estate at Symondshyde (SDS6 – HAT15), North West Hatfield (SDS5 – 

HAT1), Creswick (HS3 – WGC1) and at Marshmoor (SDS7 – WeG4b) but also in 

relation to other sites which are in its control.   

 

4. The Estate has made extensive representations on the content of the Local Plan 

and has taken, and continues to take, an active part in the Examination process.  

JB Planning Associates submitted interim comments on the findings of the 

Welwyn Hatfield Green Belt Study: Stage 3 on 18 September 2018 (See 

Appendix One).   

 

5. This Statement expands upon those comments and confines itself to the 

consideration of the methodology that has been used for the completion of the 

Study, rather than the findings that have been reached, and refrains from making 

observations on site-specific allocations.  The Estate notes that comments 

submitted by other interested parties have levelled criticisms at some of the 

proposed allocations in the Local Plan, and specifically at sites being promoted by 

the Estate.  The Estate therefore reserves the right to make further 

representations on site-specific issues as the Local Plan Examination progresses.      
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 Methodology for Green Belt Assessments  

 

6. There is no widely accepted methodology to guide the way in which assessments 

of the Green Belt should be carried out, although the Planning Advisory Service 

(PAS) document Planning on the Doorstep: The Big Issues – Green Belt (2015) 

(See Appendix Two) advises that ‘Any review of Green Belt should involve an 

assessment of how the land still contributes to the five purposes’.  The document 

accepts however, that Green Belt purpose five - ‘to assist in urban 

regeneration….’ is likely to apply equally to all land within the Green Belt, and the 

value of different land parcels is unlikely to be distinguished by application of this 

purpose.   

 

7. On this basis the PAS guidance suggests that the types of areas that might seem 

to make a relatively limited contribution to the Green Belt, or might seem to be 

suitable for development, would be where: 

 

• It would effectively be ‘infill’, with land partially enclosed by development, 

• The development would be well contained by the landscape. e.g. with 

rising land. 

• There would be little harm to the qualities that contributed to the distinct 

identity of separate settlements in reality. 

• A strong boundary could be created with a clear distinction between ‘town’ 

and ‘country’.    

 

8. The PAS guidance acknowledges that there may be other planning objectives that 

are not addressed in the five purposes and there could be a temptation to include 

other considerations which go beyond the scope of national planning policy.  In 

this respect the Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan, 2016 includes an additional purpose 

which is set out in the Vision and Boroughwide Objectives.  This is:   

 

“To provide for the Borough’s development needs over the plan period, in a 

form which maintains the existing settlement pattern, protects areas of 

highest environmental value, prevents coalescence of our towns and villages 
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and releases a limited amount of land from the Green Belt to ensure that its 

boundaries will not need reviewing before 2032”. 

 

9. Given that the PAS Guidance recommends that the performance of Green Belt 

should not consider other planning considerations no weight should be attached 

to this additional purpose.   

 

Welwyn Hatfield Green Belt Study: Stage 3  

 

10. The Stage 3 Green Belt Study builds upon two previous studies commissioned by 

Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council and considers the contribution that individual 

land parcels make to the purposes of the Green Belt as defined by the NPPF.  

The latest study contains a much ‘finer grain’ assessment than the previous 

studies and it is not unsurprising that it continues to show that the areas of Green 

Belt considered have an intrinsic value in fulfilling the nationally defined purposes.    

 

11. It should be noted that the Welwyn Hatfield Green Belt Study: Stage 3 refers to 

the revised NPPF rather than the former document in explaining the approach 

that has been used for the purposes of undertaking the assessment.  Although 

the revised NPPF is similar in intent, there are subtle differences between 

paragraph 84 of the former document and paragraph 137 contained in the revised 

NPPF.  This may have had a bearing upon the overall approach to the Study and 

the conclusions that have been reached.   

 

12. In general, the Estate is not convinced that the Study adds much to the previous 

studies in terms of informing the debate about future Green Belt releases in 

Welwyn Hatfield.  Indeed, it stops short of providing the additional information 

required by the Borough Council to determine which additional sites could be 

allocated for development to satisfy unmet housing needs as required by national 

planning policy which is why the Borough Council was advised to undertake the 

further work.  This question, raised in the Briefing Note (EX39) provided to the 

Borough Council dated December 2017, remains unanswered.     
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13. The information contained within the Study has not been presented in an 

accessible form, making it difficult for the reader to interpret what is being said, 

with sometimes confusing and conflicting commentary about the relative ‘value’ of 

the Green Belt in the locations assessed for the purposes of the Study.  It is 

therefore questionable whether it will assist the Borough Council and provide the 

necessary evidence in a transparent way to demonstrate that ‘exceptional 

circumstances’ exist.  In addition, there appear to be inconsistencies in the way in 

which the areas have been assessed, and the way a scale used to determine the 

degree of harm has been applied.     

 

14. The methodology used for the purposes of conducting the Study is set out in 

Chapter 3 of the Final Report.  This chapter outlines that the completion of the 

Study involved seven key tasks.  In relation to Task 4, ‘Assessment of the 

contribution to the Green Belt purposes’, land parcels have been identified for 

assessment purposes.  It is not however, clear how the extent of the parcels has 

been determined, and if they exhibit any special characteristics, how this has 

been accounted for.  Thus, in some instances, several fields may have been 

grouped together without adequate explanation but in other instances a parcel 

might comprise a single field.  The way in which the parcels have been identified 

lacks transparency, and due to their extent in some instances, leads to a lack of 

granularity; this is a fundamental weakness.    

 

15. For example, Parcel 8 to the West of Welwyn (Figure 1) contains several 

undulating fields that appear to be in arable cultivation or used for grazing 

purposes.  Despite the commentary provided in the Study (para 3.10) the 

boundaries to this parcel do not necessarily follow natural features, such as 

watercourses or roads.  In comparison, Parcel 95 to the north-west of Newgate 

Street (Figure 2) comprises a large flat single field with clearly defined boundaries 

and would appear to be used as a golf course.  The rationale for this approach 

has not therefore been fully explained and consequently there can be no certainty 

that a consistent approach has been followed in the way in which the parcels 

have been defined.   

 

16. Additionally, the sub-dividing or merging of parcels as part of the ‘Assessment of 

potential harm to Green Belt purposes from release of land adjacent to inset, or 
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potential inset, settlements’ makes it difficult at times to understand some of the 

judgements that have been reached.  Whilst these issues may not represent a 

fundamental flaw, it nevertheless casts doubt as to whether the Study is 

sufficiently robust.  This concern is compounded by the consideration of a ‘local 

purpose’.     

 

17. The Study notes that ‘The PAS Guidance also states that the assessment of the 

performance of Green Belt should be restricted to the Green Belt purposes and 

should not consider other planning considerations.’ (para 2.57).  It is therefore 

surprising that the Study has included an assessment of the ‘impact on local 

settlement patterns’ which it acknowledges is a local purpose and derived from 

the strategic objectives of the Local Plan (para 3.51).  The Study claims that less 

weight was applied to this ‘local purpose’ when consideration was given to the 

‘Identification of the land that is most essential in terms of its contribution to Green 

Belt purposes.’ (para 3.96) but the weight given to the different purposes is not 

transparent.   Consequently, this causes the Estate concern over other 

judgements that have been made.     
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Figure 1: Parcel 8  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 2: Parcel 95 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  Welwyn Hatfield Green Belt Study: Stage 3 – Appendices  
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18. Given that the Local Plan proposes to allocate sites for development it would have 

been helpful if there had been some overall consideration of the proposed 

allocations.  This only occurs in a few instances where the boundaries of the site 

allocations and a parcel are coincident.  Consequently, comparisons between the 

Stage 2 and Stage 3 studies are not always possible, such as the proposed 

allocation to the North East of Welwyn Garden City.  Here the Stage 2 Study 

considered a much larger parcel than that identified for the purposes of Stage 3.     

 

19. In the circumstances the Study does not provide any straight forward conclusions, 

and planning judgement will have to be exercised to determine which areas 

should be released.  Accordingly, the detailed assessment findings must be used 

in a flexible and pragmatic way, balancing the need to protect the highest value 

Green Belt land whilst ensuring that Welwyn Hatfield’s very substantive and 

pressing housing needs are addressed.  In this respect the PAS guidance advises 

as follows, which is a position the Estate supports:    

 

A common interpretation of the policy position, though not one expounded 

in the NPPF or the Planning Practice Guidance, is that where necessitated 

by development requirement, plans should identify for development the 

most sustainable locations, unless outweighed by effect on the overall 

integrity of the Green Belt according to an assessment of the whole Green 

Belt according to the five purposes.  (emphasis added) 

 

Reasonable Alternative Sites  

 

20. In was indicated in the Estate’s interim response dated 18 September 2018 that 

JB Planning Associates has undertaken a reassessment of the sites considered in 

the Housing and Employment Land Availability Assessment (HELLA).  The 

Planning Inspector has however requested that for the purposes of the Stage 5 

Hearing Sessions commentary is confined to the methodology used for the Green 

Belt assessment.  This additional material is not therefore being submitted at this 

time.  The reassessment of the previously discounted sites has however revealed 

a potential ‘pool’ of sites with a capacity of at least 3,500 dwellings which could be 
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brought forward as additional allocations.  Furthermore, higher-density 

development may be achievable on several of the larger allocated sites thereby 

improving the overall housing supply position, including those being promoted by 

the Estate.   

 

21. Consideration has also been given to the findings of the Sustainability Appraisal 

produced in conjunction with the Local Plan.  This has revealed that many of the 

‘reasonable alternative’ sites which exist have few, if any, negative ‘red’ indicators 

recorded against them.  Accordingly, there would appear to be an opportunity for 

further sites to be brought forward as part of a drive to meet the identified housing 

need.       

 

New Settlements  

 

22. It is noted that the Inspector has suggested that consideration be given to whether 

there are any potential locations for the construction of new settlements.  In this 

respect, the Estate concurs with the findings of the Study that the areas around 

the Royal Veterinary College and Danesbury would appear to be suitable 

candidates, especially as the Royal Veterinary College encompasses previously 

developed land.  The Estate however agrees with the conclusion of the Study, 

that there is limited prospect of either site coming forward.   

 

23. The formation of a further new settlement in the Welwyn Hatfield area would 

therefore appear to be unrealistic over and above the one already identified in the 

Local Plan.  In any event there are no other new settlement proposals being 

advanced by promoters in the Local Plan and therefore there can be no realistic 

prospect of this potential source of housing land being delivered.       

 

Conclusion  

 

24. In conclusion, the Estate is not convinced that the Study has fulfilled the required 

brief and has inadvertently confused issues rather than provided the clarity that it 

was expected to deliver.  The principle failing of the Study is that it does not 

contain in a readily accessible form the additional information required by the 
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Borough Council to determine which additional sites could be allocated for 

development.  This is disappointing given that there would appear to be additional 

sites identified by the HELLA that could come forward.  These sites have already 

been assessed by the Borough Council and warrant further careful consideration 

from a Green Belt perspective and in terms of their general suitability.  The 

maintenance of the ‘status quo’ is not an acceptable position and it is 

disappointing that the Study does not move things forward.     

 

25. Further consideration should therefore be given to appropriate and suitable edge 

of settlement sites in sustainable and highly accessible locations to satisfy the 

unmet housing need.  The impact of removing these sites should accordingly be 

offset by compensatory improvements to the environmental quality and 

accessibility of remaining Green Belt land.   
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JB/1282 
 
18 September 2018  
 
 
 
By E-Mail  
Mr Middleton - Planning Inspector  
C/O Louise St John Howe 
Programme Officer  
PO Services 
PO Box 10965 
Sudbury, Suffolk 
CO10 3BF 
 
 
Dear Mr Middleton  
 
Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan – Green Belt Study: Stage 3  
 
Thank you for your communication dated 24 August inviting comments on the Stage 3 Green 
Belt Study commissioned by Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council.  It was subsequently 
ascertained from the Programme Officer yesterday that you are only seeking comments upon 
the methodology used for the purposes of completing the study rather than more detailed 
observations upon the judgements that have been reached in relation to individual sites and 
other outputs from the Study.  
 
These comments have therefore been produced upon this basis and are submitted on behalf of 
our client, Gascoyne Cecil Estates (The Estate), who have taken, and continue to take, an 
active interest in the Local Plan Examination.  The Estate has always supported an approach to 
the Local Plan which is underpinned by clarity and technical rigour.  A coherent and robust 
approach which provides an appropriate response to the evidence base is consequently 
supported.       
 
In general, the methodology used for the completion of the Green Belt Study is not 
unreasonable.  There is no prescribed approach for undertaking such work laid down by the 
Landscape Institute or a similar professional body and therefore no nationally agreed approach 
for the completion of Green Belt Studies against which comparisons can be made.  The Study 
refers to advice notes published by the Planning Advisory Service (PAS) which discuss some of 
the key issues associated with assessing Green Belt.   
 
The Green Belt Study notes that ‘The PAS Guidance also states that the assessment of the 
performance of Green Belt should be restricted to the Green Belt purposes and should not 
consider other planning considerations.’ (2.57).  It is therefore surprising that the Green Belt 
Study has included an assessment of the ‘impact on local settlement patterns’ which it 
acknowledges is a local purpose and derived from the strategic objectives for the Submission 
Version of the Local Plan (3.51).  The ‘local purpose’ was taken into consideration, but with less 
weight applied than the national purposes in the consideration of ‘Identification of the land that 
is most essential in terms of its contribution to Green Belt purposes.’ (3.96). This is not 
appropriate and causes the Estate concern over other professional judgements that have been 
made.     
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Having reviewed the content of the Study we are not convinced that it provides an overarching 
view of the purpose of the Green Belt and the contribution that areas make in fulfilling the 
nationally defined criteria.  It stops short of providing the additional information required by the 
Borough Council to determine which additional sites could be allocated for development to 
satisfy unmet housing needs as required by national planning policy and which we understand 
was the reason why you advised the Borough Council to undertake the further work.  This was 
raised in the Briefing Note (EX39) provided to the Borough Council dated December 2017 yet 
remains unanswered.      
 
The rationale for the division of the Borough into parcels has not been fully explained and there 
appear to be some inconsistencies in the way in which the parcels have been defined. 
Additionally, the sub-dividing or merging of parcels (3.87) as part of the ‘Assessment of 
potential harm to Green Belt purposes from release of land adjacent to inset, or potential inset, 
settlements’ makes it difficult at times to understand the rationale behind some of the 
judgements. Given that the Local Plan proposes to allocate sites for development it would have 
been helpful if there had been some overall consideration of the proposed allocations. This only 
occurs in a few instances where the boundaries of the site allocations and a parcel are 
coincident.  Consequently, comparisons between the Stage 2 and Stage 3 studies are not 
always possible, leading to illogical conclusions being reached.   
 
In view of the lack of clarity surrounding the identification of the parcels used for the purposes 
of the Stage 3 Study and the potential inconsistency of approach, The Estate reserves its 
position to comment further upon the conclusions reached in relation to the individual site 
assessments via Stage 5 of the Examination process following the publication of your Matters 
and Issues for discussion.     
 
In this respect, it is not clear, following the submission of these comments on the methodology 
that has been followed for the purposes of undertaking the Stage 3 Study, how the findings are 
to be used to determine the appropriateness of the proposed allocations and how additional 
sites might be advanced via Main Modifications as recommended by either you or as 
suggested by the Borough Council.   
 
It is noted that on 6 September 2018, a report was presented to the Borough Council’s Cabinet 
Planning and Parking Panel (copy attached) on the findings of the Green Belt Study which 
recommended that two development scenarios were tested for the purposes of finding 
additional sites.  These were: 
 

• Scenario One – extra capacity on some existing allocations, the loss of some 
employment land and the release of some land from the Green Belt. 

• Scenario Two – extra capacity on some existing allocations, the retention of 
employment land and the release of more land from the Green Belt than that proposed 
by Scenario One.   

 
To test these scenarios the report outlined that three possible approaches could be followed.  
In summary, these were: 
 

• Approach One – undertake a further ‘call for sites’ exercise followed by additional 
consultation with potential modifications to the submitted plan. 

• Approach Two – devise a development strategy that would allocate sites for the first ten 
years of the plan period with the remaining five years to come forward in areas identified 
as ‘Broad Locations for Growth’. 

• Approach Three – the allocation of further sites to achieve as close as possible the 
need for 16,000 homes.     
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The Estate has carefully considered the report and considers that Scenario Two, Approach 
Three, should be followed as it would retain employment land and maintain an appropriate 
balance between jobs and homes, ensuring that the Local Plan promotes the principles of 
sustainable development and importantly the delivery of the full housing requirement (or as 
close as possible thereto) as dictated by national planning policy.   
 
To assist the Borough Council, we have reassessed those sites which were considered via the 
Housing and Employment Land Availability Assessment (HELAA) but discounted as part of the 
process leading up to the publication of the Local Plan to see if they can address the shortfall in 
the housing supply.  This information can be provided as part of our Hearing Statement to 
assist discussion at the Stage 5 Hearing Sessions.   Our work has also considered the 
implications of possible Main Modifications to the Birchall Garden Suburb allocation which The 
Estate objects to on a wide range of planning, environmental and amenity grounds.  
  
It is apparent from our assessment that there are a significant number of ‘reasonable 
alternative’ housing sites available in Welwyn Hatfield which could be allocated for housing to 
bridge the gap in housing supply and help ensure that the Local Plan can be found sound.  In 
addition, revisions to the site capacity assumptions made about those sites already identified 
for development, could add materially to the overall housing supply.  The Estate will therefore 
provide further evidence of increased site capacities on the allocated sites under its control in 
subsequent Hearing Statements.      
 
We trust you will find these comments helpful and await the publication of the Matters and 
Issues for discussion at the Stage 5 Hearing Sessions reserved for 6 and 7 November.    
 
Yours sincerely  
 

 
 
John Boyd MRTPI 
Managing Director  
john.boyd@jbplanning.com  
 
Enc    
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Part I
Item No: 0
Main author: Sue Tiley 
Executive Member: Cllr Mandy Perkins
All Wards

WELWYN HATFIELD BOROUGH COUNCIL
CABINET PLANNING AND PARKING PANEL – 6 SPETEMBER 2018
REPORT OF THE CORPORATE DIRECTOR (PUBLIC PROTECTION, PLANNING AND 
GOVERNANCE) 

GREEN BELT STUDY STAGE 3 AND NEXT STEPS

1. Executive Summary

1.1 The Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan has been submitted and is currently undergoing 
public examination by an independent inspector. The inspector has indicated that 
the plan is not currently ‘sound’ as it does not meet the objectively assessed need 
for housing. The submitted plan contained sites for 12,000 homes but the housing 
need is acknowledged to be about 16,000 homes to 2033. The inspector has 
therefore asked the Council to carry out a further Green Belt Study to seek to 
identify additional sites for housing.

1.2 This report considers the findings of that Green Belt Study and the implications for 
the Local Plan. It considers the next steps and different approaches the Local Plan 
could take in identifying sufficient land to meet the Objectively Assessed Need for 
Housing.

1.3 The Green Belt Study and its accompanying appendices has been published on the 
examination pages of the Council’s website (reference EX88) 
http://www.welhat.gov.uk/article/6938/Examination-Documents

1.4 Section 7 of this report identifies a number of risks associated with different 
development strategies and the risk of the inspector finding the plan unsound, 
defaulting to the NPPF standard methodology for calculating local housing need 
and/or the Council having its plan-making powers removed.

2. Recommendations

2.1 That the Panel comments on the conclusion of the Green Belt Study.

2.2 That the Panel comments on the two development scenarios set out in Paragraph 
4.28. Scenario One is the loss of some employment land and the release of some 
land from the Green Belt. Scenario Two is the retention of proposed employment 
land designations and the release of more land from the Green Belt than the option 
above.

2.3 That the Panel comments on the merits and risks of the three approaches set out in 
Paragraphs 4.32-4.43 and seeks to identify a preferred approach. Approach One is 
to carry out a call-for-new-sites exercise and consult on new site modifications prior 
to the village hearing sessions. Approach Two is a development strategy based on 
allocated sites and sites that have already been promoted to the Council in the first 

http://www.welhat.gov.uk/article/6938/Examination-Documents
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ten years of the plan period and to identify ‘Broad Locations’ or ‘Areas of Search’ for 
the remaining five years. Approach Three is a development strategy based on 
allocated sites, extra capacity on some existing allocations and the selection of sites 
that have already been promoted to the Council and analysed by officers.

2.4 That the Panel agrees that the Head of Planning in consultation with the Leader of 
the Council will write to the Inspector setting out the Council’s views on the three 
approaches and the implications for the examination programme.

3. Background

What is the Green Belt?

3.1 The Green Belt is a policy designation; the main aim of which is to prevent urban 
sprawl by keeping land permanently open. The main characteristics of Green Belts 
are their openness and their permanence. It is immaterial whether or not land in the 
Green Belt is attractive or of ecological value. It can include both previously 
developed land and open countryside. 

3.2 The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF 2018) sets out the five purposes of 
the Green Belt as:

 to check the unrestricted sprawl of large built up areas;

 to prevent neighbouring towns from merging;

 to assist in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment;

 to preserve the setting and special character of historic towns: and 

 to assist in urban regeneration, by encouraging the recycling of derelict 
and other urban land.

3.3 National policy strictly controls the type of development that can take place in the 
green belt without having to justify ‘very special circumstances’. It asserts that the 
boundaries of the Green Belt can only be altered in ‘exceptional circumstances’ but 
where they are altered regard should be had to their intended permanence and that 
they should last beyond the plan period.

3.4 Whilst the new NPPF (July 2018) now includes a set of steps that councils should 
go through before releasing land from the Green Belt, in order to demonstrate that 
exceptional circumstances exist, these do not apply to submitted plans, which is the 
case for Welwyn Hatfield. Instead the release of individual sites or groups of sites 
will be considered against what is known as the ‘Calverton Test’. This relates to the 
case of Calverton Parish Council Vs Nottingham City Council in which the 
judgement considered the matter of exceptional circumstances. The implications of 
this case were reported to Cabinet Housing and Planning Panel in July 2016.

3.5 The judgement concluded that decision makers when considering whether or not 
exceptional circumstances exist must have regard to the following:

 The acuteness of the Objectively Assessed Need, 
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 The constraints on supply and availability of land for sustainable 
development,

 The consequent difficulties in achieving sustainable development without 
imposing on the Green Belt, 

 The nature and extent of the harm to the Green Belt if boundaries are 
reviewed; and

 The extent to which the consequent impacts on the purposes of the Green 
Belt maybe ameliorated or reduced to the lowest reasonable extent.

Inspector’s thoughts on the Green Belt

3.6 Our Inspector has already stated that the acuteness of the need for housing in the 
borough is sufficient to justify exceptional circumstances to release land from the 
Green Belt, but it should be noted that this will still need to be demonstrated for 
each site or group of sites. This means that the benefits of meeting the housing 
need and other sustainability considerations will need to be balanced against the 
harm to the Green Belt. 

3.7 Currently 79% of the borough lies within the Green Belt, with no land beyond the 
Green Belt. As a consequence the larger villages and towns are ‘inset’ within it 
whilst the smaller villages lie within the Green Belt and are known as ‘washed-over’ 
villages. In order to protect its permanence the 1993 Welwyn Hatfield District Plan 
identified areas of safeguarded land at Hatfield Aerodrome (now developed) and at 
Panshanger Aerodrome. 

3.8 The NPPF makes it clear (paragraph 140) that only where the open character of a 
village makes an important contribution to the openness of the Green Belt should 
the village be included in the Green Belt.

3.9 In preparing and submitting the Local Plan, this Council considered that whilst there 
were exceptional circumstance to release land from the Green Belt, the full housing 
need could not be met because of infrastructure concerns and impact on the Green 
Belt. During the course of the examination, the Inspector has considered that the 
infrastructure constraints could be overcome and that further evidence is required in 
terms of the harm to the Green Belt and to consider what is essential to retain. He 
has therefore indicated that the plan is unsound in its current form but is capable of 
being made sound if additional sites are identified.

3.10 At the end of the Stage 2 Examination Hearing Sessions in October 2017 the 
Inspector clarified that the further work should: 

 Consider what parts of the Green Belt it is essential to retain. The study should 
provide a comprehensive assessment of land around the towns and villages

 Consider if the ‘washed-over’ villages should be inset (i.e. released from the 
Green Belt)

 Consider opportunities further afield for a new settlement if there are 
insufficient opportunities to meet the housing need through other options
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 Further demographic work on unattributable population change, student 
housing and migration between East Herts and Welwyn Hatfield 

 An analysis of housing land supply in the defined Housing Market Area

 An analysis of the necessary supporting infrastructure associated with 16,000 
dwellings

3.11 At the end of the Stage 4 Examination Hearing Sessions in June 2018 the Inspector 
additionally asked the Council to come forward with a set of modifications for 
additional sites and a work programme to establish when the Hearing Sessions on 
the villages and new sites could take place.

4. Explanation

4.1 The Council commissioned Land Use Consultants (LUC) to carry out an 
independent Green Belt Study as requested by the Examination Inspector.

4.2 The Green Belt Study builds on two previous green belt studies, by providing more 
comprehensive coverage of the land around the inset towns and villages. It also 
considers the harm to the Green Belt of releasing land and identifies which parts of 
the Green Belt are most essential to retain. It carries out a detailed assessment of 
parcels of land around the towns and larger villages, considers whether or not any 
of the washed-over villages should be released from the Green Belt and the 
potential harm to the Green Belt from new settlement locations.

4.3 The main report comprises 74 pages and is structured as follows:

 Chapter 1 introduces the report

 Chapter 2 summarises the policy context

 Chapter 3 describes the assessment methodology

 Chapter 4 provides a strategic assessment of the role of Green Belt in the 
borough

 Chapter 5 sets out the findings of the assessment of washed over settlements

 Chapter 6 summarises the assessment of the contribution land makes to the 
Green Belt purposes (as defined in the NPPF)

 Chapter 7 summarises the findings of the assessment of harm of releasing 
Green Belt land

 Chapter 8 addresses the key Green Belt issues in relation to the development of 
new settlement locations

 Chapter 9 considers which areas constitute the ‘most essential’ Green Belt 
within the Borough

 Chapter 10 provides conclusions and sets out recommendations and next steps

4.4 The report is accompanied by four appendices which contain the following:

 Appendix 1.1: Inspector’s comments on Green Belt issues as raised at the end 
of the Stage 2 Hearings of the Local Plan Examination
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 Appendix 5.1: Assessment of Washed over Settlements

 Appendix 5.2 Development Scenarios for Washed over Settlements

 Appendix 6.1: Detailed Assessment Findings of Green Belt Contribution and 
Harm

Conclusions on washed-over villages

4.5 The assessment considered the levels of openness of the sixteen washed-over 
villages in the borough, two of which straddle the boundary with adjoining 
authorities. This involved consideration of the amount, form and character of 
development and open spaces within the settlement and its relationship with the 
surrounding Green Belt. 

4.6 Nine villages have been recommended for retention as a washed-over village, 
either because of the important contribution their levels of openness make to the 
Green Belt or because they straddle the boundary with an adjoining boundary and 
any release would need to be brought forward jointly through a future plan.

4.7 The remaining seven villages were subject to further assessment to consider 
different development scenarios including parcels around the core built up area. 
The detail of the assessments is set out in the Appendices whilst the summary of 
the findings is set out in Table 5.1 of the main report.

4.8 The consultants consider that the following settlements have the potential for 
insetting with varying degrees of harm to the Green Belt if the core built up area 
were to be released: Lemsford, Stanborough, Essendon, Newgate Street, Northaw, 
Bell Bar and Swanley Bar.

4.9 In terms of harm to the Green Belt there is some limited scope for development in 
and around these villages. The greatest potential lies within Stanborough and Bell 
Bar. The remaining settlements offer lesser scope because of the impact on the 
Green Belt in association with other constraints such as the historic environment.

Parcel Assessment

4.10 The consultants divided land around towns, inset villages and washed-over villages 
with potential for insetting into 95 parcels, defined by sensible boundaries such as 
roads and field edges, and then carried out a detailed assessment of each of them. 
This comprised an assessment of the extent to which a parcel performs a Green 
Belt function. As with the previous two green belt studies, parcels were categorised 
against each of the five NPPF purposes and the local purpose as follows:

‘limited or no role’ ‘partial role’ ‘significant role’

4.11 The results of this assessment are summarised in Table 6.1 of the study report and 
described in detail in Appendix 6.1.

4.12 A separate harm assessment was then carried out which considered the degree of 
harm that would result if the parcel, a site or sites within that parcel, or a 
combination of parcels, were to be released. These are described in the report as 
development scenarios.
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4.13 Six categories of harm have been identified as follows:

very high high moderate-
high

moderate moderate-
low

low

4.14 The detailed results of the harm assessment are discussed in Appendix 6.1, where 
it considers each scenario and a combination of scenarios for each parcel. 

4.15 Figure 7.1 illustrates on a map the results of the lowest levels of harm which result 
from the release of individual parcels or sub-parcels of land. However in order to 
ensure that the cumulative impact is taken into account of combinations of sites, it is 
important to read the map in conjunction with the more detailed assessments set 
out in Appendix 6.1. A summary of the harm assessment is set out in Table 7.1.

4.16 Much of the land in the ‘low’, ‘moderate-to-low’ and ‘moderate’ categories is either 
in uses that the Council would wish to retain or is already developed, and as a 
consequence there is insufficient land in these categories to meet the housing 
shortfall.

4.17 At first sight there would appear to be more land than needed in the ‘moderate-to-
high’ category but not all of these areas have been promoted for development and 
therefore further work would need to take place to consider if there are sufficient 
sites which would be made available and are suitable for development.

4.18 The Inspector asked the Council to identify those areas which are essential to 
retain. The Green Belt Study concludes that it is the areas where there would be 
‘very high’ harm which are considered to be most essential.

4.19 It should also be noted that some existing allocations in the submitted plan are in 
‘high’ harm areas. Paragraph 138 of the NPPF sets out that sustainable patterns of 
development should be taken into account when deciding which land to release. 
Paragraph 7.8 of the Green Belt Study report makes it clear that just because a 
parcel would result in high harm does not mean it should not be released for 
development. Planning judgement will need to weigh up sustainability and 
environmental considerations as well as harm to the Green Belt. In each case 
exceptional circumstance have to be justified and the Council will need to consider 
whether the overall benefits outweigh the harm.

4.20 It should also be noted that some parcels no longer perform a Green Belt function 
and might be therefore appropriate for release, even if they are not to be allocated 
for development.

New Settlement

4.21 The study considers the harm that would result from the release of land for a new 
settlement. This required an assessment of the land beyond the more detailed 
parcel assessment which focuses on land adjoining the existing towns and villages. 

4.22 A purposes assessment concluded that there was little differentiation between the 
majority of the purposes. The Study concludes that it is NPPF Purpose 2 which 
relates to the merging of towns which was the most significant indicator of where 
new settlements could potentially result in less harm to the Green Belt.
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4.23 In essence the study concludes that large parts of the borough have equal scope 
for a new settlement.

Housing Land Supply

4.24 A review is currently underway of the different sources of housing land supply. 
Evidence to the examination and last year’s Annual Monitoring Report set out that 
as a consequence of recent permissions and prior notifications housing land supply 
has increased from 12,000 set out in the Submission Local Plan to 12,400.  This 
leaves a figure of 3,600 dwellings to find in order to build 16,000 homes by 2033.

4.25 As well as looking at opportunities to add in additional sites, officers are currently 
reviewing whether or not there are opportunities to increase capacity on sites 
currently already proposed for allocation in the Submitted Local Plan. Some sites 
have already come forward with planning applications for higher numbers whilst 
other sites now have permission for a reduced capacity. Initial estimates indicate 
that there may be potential to increase capacity in the region of 700 - 1,000 homes, 
although the infrastructure implications of this need to be tested.

4.26 The Inspector has indicated that he wishes to consider releasing some employment 
land to help meet the shortfall for housing. This would reduce the impact on the 
Green Belt but will result in the borough having insufficient land to meet the forecast 
need for employment land and potentially move from a position of having slightly 
more jobs than workers to one where there are not enough jobs for the anticipated 
growth in the economically active population. Furthermore there is insufficient land 
in employment use being promoted to meet the entire housing shortfall.

4.27 In order to reach 16,000 dwellings it will therefore be necessary to review 
opportunities within the Green Belt. A number of sites considered as part of the 
process for preparing the Local Plan, but not included in the Submitted Local Plan, 
have submitted further evidence to address the issues identified by the Council as a 
reason for not allocating them and since the Local Plan was submitted new sites 
have continued to be promoted. 

Next steps

4.28 As set out in paragraph 3.8 above the Inspector has asked the Council to consider 
the infrastructure implications associated with a plan target for 16,000 dwellings. 

4.29 In order to address this it will be necessary to test different development scenarios 
in order to understand the cumulative impact of different options. It is proposed that 
two scenarios be tested. 

 Scenario One: extra capacity on some existing allocations, the loss of some 
employment land and the release of some land from the Green Belt

 Scenario Two: extra capacity on some existing allocations, the retention of 
employment land and the release of more land from the Green Belt than the 
option above

4.30 There will also be a need to update the evidence in the Housing and Employment 
Land Availability Assessment (HELAA), the Sustainability Appraisal and potentially 
the Strategic Flood Risk Assessment. 
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4.31 As part of the examination process where changes are required to a plan, there is 
what is known as ‘modifications consultation’. This follows after the formal hearing 
sessions and allows the Inspector to consider representations on the proposed 
changes before he writes his report on the soundness of the plan. Any additional 
sites added into the Plan will therefore be subject to public consultation.

Approach One 

4.32 The inspector has offered the Council the opportunity to consult on the introduction 
of new site into the plan, prior to the village hearing sessions. In order to select sites 
that result in the least harm to the Green Belt, officers anticipate that this would 
necessitate a new call-for-sites process, analysis of the newly promoted sites, 
further debate with members and public consultation. This is because some sites 
that have already been promoted and analysed but not included in the plan are in 
areas of high harm.

4.33 This would not remove the requirement to consult on all of the modifications to the 
plan after the hearing sessions however and would therefore probably delay the 
adoption of the plan by up to one year.

4.34 If the Council chose to consult on new site modifications at this stage it is 
anticipated that the next hearing sessions would take place in autumn 2019, based 
on a timetable of call-for-new-sites in autumn 2018, analysis by officers in winter 
2018, debate with Members in spring 2019 and consultation in summer 2019.

4.35 This would also have an impact on housing delivery as the five year housing land 
supply is dependent on a number of Green Belt sites in the plan being released, 
gaining planning permission and coming forward for development. If these sites 
cannot come forward because the Plan remains at examination stage, it might lead 
to an increase in undesirable speculative planning applications, which might need to 
be approved or could be won at appeal, because the Council would have a record 
of poor housing deliverability under the Housing Delivery Test, which has been 
introduced in the new NPPF and comes into place in November 2018.

Approach Two

4.36 As a result an alternative approach would be to devise a development strategy 
based on allocating sites for the first ten years of the plan period following adoption, 
with the remaining five years of housing to come forward in areas identified as 
‘Broad Locations for Growth’ or ‘Areas of Search’. Both the 2012 and 2018 versions 
of the NPPF only require the identification of sites in years 11-15 where possible.

4.37 The first ten years of the plan could include sites that have already been promoted 
to the Council and been analysed by officers, but were rejected at an earlier stage 
in the preparation process. It is considered that these sites could be proposed to the 
Inspector without the need for further consultation as they are already in the public 
domain. 

4.38 The timetable would be infrastructure testing and sustainability appraisal work to 
late 2018, debate with Members about which sites to allocate and Broad Locations 
or Areas of Search to select in early 2019, hearing sessions in spring 2019 and 
modifications consultation in summer 2019. This would result in minimum delay to 
the Local Plan timetable.
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4.39 Specific sites within Broad Locations or Areas of Search would then be brought 
forward via a review of the plan, which would need to be completed within five years 
of the adoption of this plan. This approach would enable sites which have not 
previously been promoted or considered by Members as part of the Local Plan 
preparation process to date to be debated as part of the review process.

4.40 It is worth noting however that the Council could not rely on all of its already 
allocated sites in the first ten years however, as they cannot be entirely built out 
within that time period. Around 2,870 dwellings of the current housing target are 
identified for delivery within the last five years of the plan period.

4.41 The Inspector has previously indicated that he is not in favour of deferring the 
difficult decisions for a review of the Plan, but there has now been a change to the 
legislation which requires councils to have completed a review of their plan within 
five years of adoption. If this approach were selected then this plan would set the 
strategic direction for growth for the last five years.

4.42 The inspector has advised that it is a matter for the Council to consider how it wants 
to proceed. It is therefore recommended that the Council writes to the inspector, 
setting out its preferred approach and the timetable implications of both 
approaches. This will give the inspector the opportunity to advise the Council on the 
acceptability of its preferred approach if he has any concerns.

Approach Three

4.43 Officers consider that it may be possible to allocate sufficient sites to achieve close 
to 16,000 homes solely from existing allocations, extra capacity on some existing 
allocations and the selection of sites that have already been promoted to the 
Council and analysed by officers.

4.44 The negatives of this approach is that some of the sites that have already been 
promoted to the Council and analysed by officers are in high harm areas  of the 
Green Belt and should therefore probably only be considered if the Council is willing 
to accept the loss of some of employment land, as per Scenario One in Paragraph 
4.28. There are also uncertainties about the individual and cumulative deliverability 
of some of these sites that would need to be resolved.

5. Legal Implications

5.1. The Town and Country Planning (Local Planning) (England) Regulations 2012 as 
amended do not cover the modifications process of a Local Plan examination. The 
Statement of Community Involvement does also not refer to consultation at this 
stage. There are therefore no regulatory requirements with regards to consultation 
at this stage. The Inspectorate’s Procedural Practice in the Examination of Local 
Plans refers to Main Modifications consultation which should be for a minimum of 
six weeks, but the scope and length of the consultation should reflect that for the 
Regulation 19 consultation of the Local Plan. Consultation at this stage should only 
be on the Main Modifications. The Inspector’s Practice Note does not refer to pre-
modifications consultation and Counsel’s advice is that there is no requirement to 
carry one out, but should the Council decide to carry out consultation it should 
reflect the arrangements that have applied for other Local Plan consultations.
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6. Financial Implications

6.1. There are no specific financial implications arising from this report. There are costs 
associated with the length of the Local Plan Examination.

7 Risk Management Implications

7.1 There is a risk that the inspector may find Approach One unsound because it would 
delay the process of selecting site modifications. This would mean that the Council 
must default to the NPPF standard methodology for calculating local housing need. 

7.2 There is a risk that the Inspector may find Approach Two of identifying Broad 
Locations or Areas of Search unsound.

7.3 There is a risk that the Council will start to receive undesirable speculative planning 
applications and that it might have to approve some of these or accept that they 
may be won on appeal if we cannot demonstrate a five year supply of housing land.

7.4 Should the Council put forward a strategy which is found to be unsound there is a 
risk that plan making powers will be removed from this Council and conferred to 
either another authority or consultants. The Government has already intervened 
and removed plan making powers from a number of authorities. Earlier this year the 
Government wrote to St Albans City and District Council threatening this action.  

8 Security and Terrorism Implications

8.1 There are no security and terrorism implications arising as a result of this report.

8 Procurement Implications

8.1 There are no procurement implications arising directly as a result of this report.

9 Climate Change Implications

9.1 No climate change implications have been identified resulting from this report. 

10 Policy Implications

10.1 The policy implications arising for Welwyn Hatfield as a result of this report are 
discussed in section 4 and relate to differing approach the Local Plan could take to 
planning for growth.

11 Link to Corporate Priorities

11.1 The Council’s Business Plan 2015-2018 contains corporate priorities to meet the 
borough’s housing need, help build a strong local economy, protect and enhance 
the environment and maintain a safe and healthy community.

12 Equality and Diversity

12.1 I confirm that an Equalities Impact Assessment has not been carried out.

Sue Tiley
Planning Policy and Implementation Manager 
28th August 2018
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Introduction  
There is a tendency to see all open or green field land and particularly that on the edge of 
towns as Green Belt: it isn’t. Some also believe the Green Belt and its ‘inviolability’ as a 
matter of law: it isn’t.  
 
Only about 13% of the land area of England is actually designated as Green Belt, and there 
are some quite strict purposes for land to be designated as such. Many people think that 
Green Belt designation is designed as a means of preventing development taking place, or of 
directing development away from one location towards another.  
 
There is generally a presumption in favour of development in planning. The onus is placed 
on the local planning authority to provide sound planning reasons why a planning 
application should be refused permission. In areas designated as Green Belt, the 
presumption is reversed and the onus is on the developer to demonstrate (with very special 
circumstances) why permission should be granted.  This difference makes Green Belt an 
exceedingly restrictive policy.  
 
With the restrictions that Green Belt brings, local planning authorities with Green Belt in 
their areas and with Local Plans to prepare, have to make provision for needed development 
within a very sensitive context.   
 
PAS has also produced a paper on legal cases concerning green belt.  
 
Green Belt in current practice 
 
The basic concept of Green Belt was established back in 1902 by Ebenezer Howard in Garden 
Cities of Tomorrow.  From the first guidance in 1955 to its current expression in the National 
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) (March 2012),  and the Planning Policy Guidance (PPG) 
there have been ‘purposes’ for which  Green Belt has been able to be designated and used, 
and land can only be included in Green Belt to achieve these purposes.   
 
The five purposes of Green Belt in the NPPF are: 
 

• to check the unrestricted sprawl of large built up areas 
• to prevent neighbouring towns from merging into one another 
• to assist in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment 
• to preserve the setting and special character of historic towns 
• to assist in urban regeneration by encouraging the recycling of derelict and other 

urban land. 
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There are perfectly reasonable planning objectives that are not addressed in the five 
purposes. Whilst the landscape around a town may be of high value, for instance, and may 
benefit from the restriction on development afforded by Green Belt policy, the conservation 
of that quality cannot be a reason to designate the area as Green Belt.  The strict application 
of the Green Belt purposes would also mean, therefore, that the quality of the landscape of 
an area should not be a consideration when assessing the contribution of Green Belt to the 
fulfilment of Green Belt purposes. This could be a planning consideration in its own right 
when seeking a suitable location for development.  
 
Green Belt is established by policy, through development plans prepared in the context of 
national planning policy.  It is not established by legislation though often misconstrued as a 
legal designation, and is different in this respect from National Parks or Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty. 

 
The Green Belt debate 
The positive case 
The use of Green Belt has prevented ‘ribbon’ or ‘strip’ development whereby a continuous 
but shallow band of development forms along the main roads between towns.  The strongly 
held view that settlements should be maintained as distinct and separate places, has been 
served by Green Belt designation of the intervening land (or in some cases by the application 
of quasi Green Belt policies). Given that a lot of land designated as Green Belt is on the 
immediate fringe of significant urban areas, it is a positive reflection on Green Belt policy 
that it has helped to retain this land as open and hence as a valuable resource.  The urban 
fringe is the nearest opportunity for outdoor recreation for large numbers of people in 
urban areas, if the land is publicly accessible.  Land in these locations will be increasingly 
valuable for food and energy production in future. Such land should not just be kept open, 
but should be positively managed, through such initiatives as multi-functional community 
forests. 
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The negative case 
It might seem odd, for instance, as the designation of Green Belt implies, that at some 
entirely arbitrary point in the evolution of a town, it should not grow any more.  Even 
without any claim that the town was has reached its ‘right size’ (something rather difficult to 
justify) it must be the case that places cannot meet modern needs and expectations yet 
remain unchanged.  It would seem to be at odds with the basic concept of sustainability that 
future generations be precluded by policy now from using the available resources to meet 
their needs as they occur in their time. Most Green Belt was established in the 1950s and 
has not been objectively reviewed since. For planning, a practical consequence of the Green 
Belt and the emotions that it evokes may be that rational decisions about where 
development should go based on a balanced judgement of planning issues,  are inhibited.  
The mantra is often: There can be no change to the Green Belt – look somewhere else. 
However the need to meet housing need means that Green Belts should not be preserved 
without a rational review of their purpose set against the need for change.  
 
The big issue 
The most immediate issue for the Green Belt is the maintenance of the purposes of the 
Green Belt set against the under-provision of housing across many parts of the country, 
where the capacity to accommodate sustainable development in urban areas is often 
insufficient to meet the housing requirement.   
 
National planning policy makes provision for changes to be made to the Green Belt.  
Critically, changes to the Green Belt are made through the local plan.  In order to make a 
change to the Green Belt boundary in the local plan there have to be ‘exceptional 
circumstances’ (NPPF para 83).  Housing (or employment land need) can be an exceptional 
circumstance to justify a review of your Green Belt boundary.  
 
This principle has been recently set out beyond any doubt by the Hunston High Court 
judgment in St Albans.  This section of the judgement is worth quoting: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Planning Policy Guidance 
 
The Guidance was changed in October 2014 to address how the presence of Green Belt is 
taken into account in addressing the policy requirement that ‘local planning authorities 
should, through their local plans, meet objectively addressed needs unless any adverse 
impacts of doing so would significantly and demonstrably outweigh the benefits, when 
assessed against the policies in the Framework taken as whole, or specific policies in the 
Framework indicate development should be restricted’.  The Guidance notes that Green Belt 
is identified in the NPPF as such a policy.  

‘Having identified the full objectively assessed needs figure the decision 
maker must then consider the impact of the other policies set out in the 
NPPF.  The Green Belt policy is not an outright prohibition on development 
in the Green Belt.  Rather it is a prohibition on inappropriate development in 
the absence of very special circumstances.  It is entirely circular to argue 
that there are no very special circumstances based on objectively assessed 
but unfulfilled need that can justify development in the Green Belt by 
reference to a figure that has been arrived at under a revoked policy which 
was arrived at taking account of the need to avoid development in the 
Green Belt.’ 
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 It goes on to say that ‘once the need has been assessed, the local planning authority should 
prepare a Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment to establish realistic assumptions 
about the availability, suitability and the likely economic viability of land to meet the 
identified need for housing over the plan period, and in doing so take account of any 
constraints such as Green belt, which indicate that development should be restricted and 
which may restrain the ability of an authority to meet its need’. 
 
These statements are part of the PPG and guidance cannot change policy which is what 
should prevail.  So the policy on this has not changed though the PPG; the guidance explains 
the policy.  The additions to the Guidance have been accompanied by various Ministerial 
statements and considerable press coverage, and it is perhaps this that has to lead some 
authorities with extensive areas of Green Belt to pause and to reconsider where they are 
going with their local plans.  The thrust of Ministerial statements as reported in the press has 
led to some local planning authorities considering that the constraint created by Green Belt 
may be a reason for the housing needs to not be met.   
 
The PPG has not changed the approach to reviewing and changing Green Belt through the 
preparation (or revisions) of a local plan where there are ‘exceptional circumstances’.  It is 
still not the case that a local planning authority can expect to be able to ignore its housing 
needs by saying it has Green Belt, and a proper look at how the Green Belt performs against 
the purposes of including land in the Green Belt is clearly required.  
 
In the Inspector’s interim report into the Cheshire East local plan, concern was raised with 
the plan’s use of Green Belt land for development when there is non Green Belt land that 
might have been used.  The Inspector appears to be suggesting some form of sequential 
approach whereby Green Belt land is used only after other sources have been exploited, 
though there is no explicit basis for such an approach in national policy.  The complexity is 
that very many issues have to be taken into account in setting out a development strategy in 
a plan, within the overall context of the statutory requirement for plan makers of seeking 
more sustainable development.   
 
In the 6 November 2014 report the Inspector says, ‘It therefore seems to me that these are 
significant flaws in both the process and evidence relating to the release of land from Green 
Belt, particularly given the recent clarification of national guidance on the significance of the 
Green Belt’.  The comment appears to suggest that with bar raised politically at least, the 
onus on the Council to explain and justify its position in relation to the Green Belt is that 
much greater at present.   
 
A further change was made in the PPG in October 2014 in the way that Green Belt is referred 
to.  Section (ID-3-034-20141006) was in the Guidance from its first formal publication and 
says, ‘Unmet housing need (including for traveller sites) is unlikely to outweigh the harm to 
the green belt and other harm to constitute the ‘very special circumstances’ justifying 
inappropriate development on a site within the Green belt’.  Again some people have taken 
comfort in this statement, though the interesting amendment that was made to the PPG in 
October 2014 was to change the title above this paragraph from ‘Can unmet need for 
housing outweigh Green Belt protection?’, with the addition at the beginning of the 
question of the words, ‘In decision taking’ (Paragraph: 034 Reference ID: 3-034-20141006).  This 
addition explicitly distinguishes application and decision taking, where development in 
Green belt is very rarely allowed particularly in recovered decisions (decisions taken by the 
Secretary of State), from the process of plan making where it is quite clearly the national 

5 
 



policy position that it is for local planning authorities to take a view on whether the Green 
Belt needs to be changed to address the development needs of the community for the plan 
period.   
 
Duty to Cooperate 
The current arrangements for strategic planning through local plans established by the Duty 
to Cooperate in the Localism Act 2011 and the soundness tests in the NPPF are relevant to 
the consideration of Green Belt. 
 
The level of housing which a local plan needs to provide for is determined in part by whether 
there is an ‘unmet requirement’ from a neighbouring authority (NPPF para. 182).  More 
generally it is said that, ‘Local planning authorities should work collaboratively with other 
bodies to ensure that strategic priorities across local boundaries are properly coordinated 
and clearly reflected in individual Local Plans’ (NPPF, para. 179). Green Belt is a strategic 
policy and hence a strategic issue in the terms of the Duty to Cooperate, and so areas of 
Green Belt should be assessed by local authorities collectively.  Significantly Green Belt 
surrounding an urban area may fall into different administrative areas. Does a neighbouring 
authority’s non Green Belt land prevail over local Green Belt?  In the absence of Regional 
strategies (which were a means of addressing and making decisions about these issues), 
some authorities are working together to resolve such matters.   
 
Green Belt reviews 
This term is used in reference to looking to see whether a change will be needed to the 
Green Belt; and in some cases to the actual revision of Green Belt boundaries. Any review of 
Green Belt boundaries should involve an assessment of how the land still contributes to the 
five purposes noted earlier, and take place via the local plan process.    
 
Below we look at some ways that the five purposes might each be used in assessing the 
contribution of land to the Green Belt when undertaking a Green Belt review. Some of these 
purposes will be more relevant, or important, than others on the choices to be made. 
 
Purpose: to check the unrestricted sprawl of large built up areas 
The terminology of ‘sprawl’ comes from the 1930s when Green Belt was conceived.  Has this 
term has changed in meaning since then? For example, is development that is planned 
positively through a local plan, and well designed with good masterplanning, sprawl?   
 
Purpose: to prevent neighbouring towns from merging into one another 
Green Belt is frequently said to maintain the separation of small settlements near to towns, 
but this is not strictly what the purpose says.  This will be different for each case. A ‘scale 
rule’ approach should be avoided.  The identity of a settlement is not really determined just 
by the distance to another settlement; the character of the place and of the land in between 
must be taken into account.  Landscape character assessment is a useful analytical tool for 
use in undertaking this type of assessment. 
 
Purpose: to assist in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment 
Presumably all Green Belt does this, making the purpose difficult to use to distinguish the 
contribution of different areas.  The most useful approach is to look at the difference 
between urban fringe – land under the influence of the urban area - and open countryside, 
and to favour the latter in determining which land to try and keep open, taking into account 
the types of edges and boundaries that can be achieved.  
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Purpose: to preserve the setting and special character of historic towns 
This purpose is generally accepted as relating to very few settlements in practice.  In most 
towns there already are more recent developments between the historic core, and the 
countryside between the edge of the town. 
 
Purpose: to assist in urban regeneration by encouraging the recycling of derelict and other 
urban land 
With this one, it must be the case that the amount of land within urban areas that could be 
developed will already have been factored in before identifying Green Belt land.  If Green 
Belt achieves this purpose, then all Green Belt does so to the same extent and hence the 
value of various land parcels is unlikely to be distinguished by the application of this 
purpose. 
 
On this basis the types of areas of land that might seem to make a relatively limited 
contribution to the overall Green Belt, or which might be considered for development 
through a review of the Green Belt according to the five Green Belt purposes, would be 
where: 
 
• it would effectively be ‘infill’, with the land partially enclosed by development 
• the development would be well contained by the landscape  eg- with rising land 
• there would be little harm to the qualities that contributed to the distinct identity of 

separate settlements in reality 
• a strong boundary could be created with a clear distinction between ‘town’ and 

‘country’. 
 
The purpose of a review is for the identification of the most appropriate land to be used for 
development, through the local plan. Always being mindful of all of the other planning 
matters to be taken into account and most importantly, as part of an overall spatial strategy. 
 
Sustainable development needs to be considered here.  It is a matter of law that, ‘any 
person or body engaged in the preparation of Local Development Documents must exercise 
the function with the objective of contributing to the achievement of sustainable 
development’ (2004 Planning Act).  Similarly reporting on the environmental implications of 
reasonable alternatives is a statutory requirement of plan making, and Green Belt is not an 
environmental matter.  
 
Sometimes, based on what is now understood about accessibility, trip lengths, and the use 
of appropriate travel modes for instance, the most sustainable locations for development 
may well be in Green Belts.  The only relevant statement in National policy on the 
relationship between sustainable development and Green Belts is, ‘when drawing up or 
reviewing Green Belt boundaries, local planning authorities should take account of the need 
to promote sustainable development’ (NPPF para. 84). 
 
This leads to the view that to justify the use of land in the Green Belt for development 
through the local plan, an assessment needs to take account of sustainability issues - such as 
accessibility and environmental assets - and an assessment against Green Belt purposes to 
be combined with a comprehensive assessment according to other issues.  A common 
interpretation of the policy position, though not one expounded in the NPPF or the Planning 
Practice Guidance is that where necessitated by the development requirement, plans should 
identify for development of the most sustainable locations, unless outweighed by effect on 
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the overall integrity of the Green Belt according to an assessment of the whole of the Green 
Belt according to the five purposes. 
 
Safeguarded land 
There is a particular feature of Green Belt policy that arises from the combination of the 
wish for permanence, and yet the inevitability of having to find land for development 
through development plans. This is the idea enshrined in policy, that changing Green Belt 
boundaries should only be necessary once in the plan period. The land taken out of the 
Green Belt under this policy provision but not to be used for development in this plan period 
is ‘safeguarded land’; protected from development proposals arising in the meantime by 
policies with similar force to Green Belt.   
 
These principles are in the NPPF (para 85):  local planning authorities  
• should ‘satisfy themselves that Green Belt boundaries will not need to be altered at the 

end of the development plan period’ 
• ‘where necessary identify in their plans areas of ‘safeguarded land’ between the urban 

area and the Green Belt, in order to meet longer term development needs strategy well 
beyond the plan period’. 

 
Identifying safeguarded land is another requirement of a Green Belt review therefore.  
One challenge for authorities is that there is no guidance on how they are to interpret the 
policy, nor (to date) any consistent pattern discernible from local plan examinations.  In 
some cases local authorities seek to identify safeguarded land in Green Belt changes over 
and above the calculated development requirement for the plan period, but there are 
certainly cases where the issue is effectively ignored by the planning authority and 
examining inspectors alike.  
 
Summary 
Discussions about Green Belt are often controversial and challenging. We recommend local 
authorities try to reduce the challenge by: 
• giving clear and correct information about Green Belt to remove misunderstanding 
• making the consideration of Green Belt in the context of proper planning for sustainable 

development for the whole community 
• trying to avoid allowing Green Belt to establish a special, mythical status  – through 

setting it alongside the use of agricultural land, increasing risk of flooding and effect on 
valuable landscapes in deciding where development is to be provided 

• to get informed debate from communities on the issue and for councillors to show 
strong leadership. 

This PAS publication was researched and written by Peter Brett.  
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