The Core Strategy

“Our natural environment is essential to our wellbeing, and it can be better looked after than it has been. Habitats that have been degraded can be restored. Species that have been isolated can be reconnected. Green Belt land that has been depleted of diversity can be refilled by nature – and opened to people to

experience it, to the benefit of body and soul.” (National Planning Policy Framework - NPPF)

‘The original Green Belt proscription was designed to ensure that towns and cities did not merge into each other…..There is, however, a serious problem with a shortage of housing in this country….The number of households in Britain has tripled in a century….In 1911 only 5% of households contained only one person. Now, one in every four houses is occupied by a single person. People are marrying later and living longer. Immigration has also added to the population. All these trends have conspired to mean that unless 230,000 houses are built every year, homes will get scarcer…..The Green Belt protects just 13% of the land….A more subtle distinction is needed so that preserved land is graded according to its value rather than just because it happens to be located on the edge of a city.’ (Editorial in The Times Dec. 19th 2013)
‘Local planning authorities with Green Belts in their area should establish Green Belt boundaries in their Local Plans which set the framework for Green Belt and settlement policy. Once established, Green Belt boundaries should only be altered in exceptional circumstances, through the preparation or review of the Local Plan. At that time, authorities should consider the Green Belt boundaries having regard to their intended permanence in the long term, so that they should be capable of enduring beyond the plan period.’ (NPPF)

The South Gloucestershire Local Plan: Core Strategy 2006-2027 (SGCS) has finally been adopted and should be available for viewing in various places very soon but is already available to view on the SGC website. We commend SGC for the hard work done to produce this substantial document. So far as our area of interest is concerned, the SGCS states that the Green Belt is secure. So far as I can tell, the situation remains the same as in previous versions of the document; however, read on. 
Policy CS29 of the SGCS states:

‘Development plan documents and development proposals will take account of the vision for the communities of the East Fringe of Bristol urban area and the partnership priorities, and will… protect the open green hillsides to the east which encompass the Pucklechurch Ridge, Shortwood Hill and Oldland Ridge, as well as Hanham Hills to the south, which provide important backdrop views from the urban areas making a significant contribution to the character and quality of the East Fringe of Bristol; protect and enhance existing formal and informal green assets, and take opportunities to create new links including green streets and public spaces to form a network of green spaces for biodiversity, recreation and play, to address the current under-provision in the urban area; provide for access to the open countryside through a network of footpaths and bridleways as well as strategic green corridors, such as the Avon and Siston valleys, the long distance footpaths, and via the commons and Warmley Forest Park to an enhanced Community Forest park centred around Overscourt Wood….’ 
The SGCS goes on to state that…’the focus will be on managing smaller scale development so that it contributes to improving the opportunities and environmental quality of the area. The ongoing re-use of brownfield land will take place, where appropriate, allowing for the intensification of residential, employment and mixed use development. However, such development must be achieved without compromising the key aims to respect, preserve and enhance green assets, and the distinct character and heritage of the neighbourhoods…’
This all looks very positive indeed and gives cause to be quite optimistic about our Society’s aim to conserve the Green Belt in Hanham and District. 

However, when the SGCS is read fully, in the context of the quotation from the NPPF (see 3rd paragraph at the start of this article) one realises that the ‘exceptional circumstances’ used to justify the removal of two areas of Green Belt land (on the North Fringe of the Bristol urban area) really amount to little more than the need to meet the housing requirement. To be fair, other factors influenced the decision, such as the location of employment possibilities and the infrastructure but it cannot be denied that the major factor was housing requirement. And remember, the figure accepted by SGC for housing requirement is 25,700; rather less than the 28,355 houses recommended by the Inspector.
Furthermore, a reading of the Inspector’s report of November 15th 2013 shows that the security of the Green Belt in our area is by no means settled. Starting in paragraph 49 we read:
‘The Council has set out the exceptional circumstances to explain why it is proposing to release two areas of land from the Green Belt in the North Fringe. It believes there is no requirement to identify further areas in the short term but that does not guarantee boundaries will not need to be altered towards the end of the plan period. In this respect, the Council has not had regard to planning guidance. This places a responsibility on local planning authorities to consider longer-term development needs when preparing local plans in order to avoid having to alter Green Belt boundaries at the end of a plan period (NPPF, paragraph 85).’
Authorities in the ‘Bristol sub-region’ are committed to ‘undertake a new Strategic Market Housing Assessment (SMHA). Interim findings are expected in 2015’……’The outcome of this study can be expected to have implications for future plan policies because it will provide the latest objective assessment of housing need. In these circumstances it seems to me that there is a distinct possibility that a further assessment of Green Belt boundaries will be necessary as part of a wider plan review which I believe should be undertaken. This would enable the Council to address any deficiencies in meeting targets or assist it in maintaining an adequate on-going housing land supply.’
The Inspector notes that, following the SMHA, a review should lead to the adoption of a new Local Plan by 2021 and, if possible, by 2018. Both the inspector and SGC are agreed that any review is bound to incorporate a reappraisal of Green Belt boundaries. 
The Inspector also makes reference to the Policies, Sites and Places Development Plan Document (PSPDPD) which has yet to be agreed and published by SGC (Consultation for this ended on December 13th 2013 – I am not sure if the Society took part in this consultation). The PSPDPD will include reference to how the Council will control the way ‘non-strategic’ Green Belt development could be delivered. Such development would, in the words of the Inspector, ‘provide some degree of additional flexibility in accommodating housing pressures by allowing local needs to be addressed in accordance with the principles of localism.’ The importance of Neighbourhood Plans or Parish Plans is mentioned, although it is important to remember that Neighbourhood/Parish Plans must comply with the overall policy found in the SGCS. 
All of these things – the new SMHA, a new Local Plan to be adopted possibly as early as 2018, the references to non-strategic Green Belt development as well as newspaper coverage such as that which appeared in The Times give us cause to recognize that the work of the Society is by no means over. We have to remain vigilant; we have to keep reminding SGC of the need to ensure that Brown field development should take priority over Green field development when most developers want it to be the other way round; we have to keep ourselves fully informed with regard to National as well as Local planning matters and to be ready to respond appropriately and, in conclusion, we need to ensure that we cooperate with other organizations/societies whose aims are linked with ours. 
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