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Extract from our response to Section 4 re Green-belt

Policy/paragraph reference
Revising the green belt (Para 4.0.15) 

C. Summary 

· We understand that this will be the first RSS in which it is proposed to modify the general extent of Green Belt land to accommodate urban extensions and other development.  It is vital that national planning policy (PPS2) is not undermined in relation to the exceptional circumstances it requires to justify this.

· We are seriously concerned that ‘exceptional circumstances’ would be undermined as Proposed Changes is currently drafted - by the expression of the housing requirement as a minimum, the unrealistically high scale of development proposed, the lack of a brownfield first and phased approach and the policy deficit we outline in our comments on Section 3 on orderly and co-ordinated delivery. 

· The final RSS needs to be amended in the light of these comments and should be accompanied by statements setting out the relative advantages and disadvantages for each green-belt amendment proposed. 

· We welcome the Government's intention to consider potential extensions of Green Belt in the Partial Review of RSS in 2009/10. We would expect these to be based firmly on the aim and purposes of Green Belt set out in PPS2. 

D1 Reason 

We are strong supporters of PPG2 which sets out the current national policy on this matter. Para 2.1 states that ‘the essential characteristic of Green Belts is their permanence’ and that ‘their protection must be maintained as far as can be seen ahead’. Para 2.2  sets out the regional involvement in setting Green Belt policy.

Para 2.6 goes on to clarify that ‘once the general extent of a Green Belt has been approved it should only be altered in exceptional circumstances’ and ‘if such an alteration is proposed the Secretary of State will wish to be satisfied that the authority has considered opportunities for development within the urban area contained by and beyond the Green Belt’.  

We understand the need for the Secretary of State to be satisfied on these matters and it is vital, in our view, that she examine, in each individual case where modification is proposed both the necessity for amendment and its relative merits in relation to sustainable development and the full range of possible alternatives (including any inter-regional dimensions). 

In reviewing the issue, we believe that the final RSS could be open to legal challenge unless the wording indicating that the housing numbers are to be a regarded as a minimum, and the wording on brown and green field land being parallel streams is removed. They undermine the urban focus of the strategy and thus the rationale of most sustainable solution set out in this paragraph for exceptional circumstances. 

We conclude that, in tandem with unrealistically high housing figures, housing based on aspirational levels of economic growth and a policy deficit in relation to a coordinated and sustainable approach to development, there is currently no justification for any modification of Green Belt boundary.

We have also found helpful a Counsel's opinion acquired by CPRE in 1994 (in relation to the previous revision of PPG2) and are happy to make a copy available. This explores the wording very special circumstances, which we believe provides a useful parallel example to exceptional circumstances. It states that:

The phrase very special circumstance has not been defined and in each case it is a question of fact and degree for the Secretary of State to decide.

It also suggests that in considering each case the local planning authority would need: 

to weigh up the harm to the greenbelt and any other disadvantages against any advantages - the greenbelt being in itself an important material disadvantage.

We therefore recommend that more detailed statements should be produced - as an annex to the final RSS or within the relevant HMA section - to set out the exceptional circumstances for each of the proposed modifications of the Green Belt boundary (ie for each urban extension). These statements should set out the relative advantages and disadvantages (including the material disadvantage of loss of the Green Belt land itself) and the assessment that concludes that this is the most sustainable approach in that area. 

At present the only reason given in Proposed Changes in para 4.0.15 is that urban extension is generally the most sustainable solution for urban extension or for regionally significant development in the case of airport and port development.

We remain particularly concerned in relation to:

· Bournemouth/Poole (where RPG10 identifies an alternative approach to minimise the need for urban extension and where internationally-valued environmental assets are also involved);  

· Bath (where the Green Belt contributes to protecting the historic setting of a city which is a World Heritage Site); 

· provision for regionally significant development at Bristol International Airport and Bournemouth Airport (when other more sustainable alternative transport solutions exist);

· the increased scale of the development proposed elsewhere, particularly around Bristol (where the landscape setting of the city and the separation of smaller settlements are variously threatened). 

Extension of Green Belt

We welcome the Government's commitment to considering extensions to Green Belts in the proposed forthcoming partial review of RSS. We believe that there are areas that would meet the criteria for greenbelt designation.

D2 Revised wording suggested

· See Summary.
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