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Matter 6 – Green Belt
Issue: Do the exceptional circumstances exist to justify the proposed revision
of the Green Belt boundaries and can the need for housing and employment
development be accommodated without releasing land from the Green Belt?
1. Are the Green Belt Assessments (GB1 and GB2) soundly based, justified
and consistent with national policy?
a) Can the need for housing and employment development be
accommodated on deliverable sites within settlements without
releasing land from the Green Belt?
1.1

The Council’s evidence, principally in the HEELA, clearly demonstrates
that the Objectively Assessed Need (OAN) for housing and
employment cannot be accommodated on deliverable sites within
settlements. There is a need to release land from the Green Belt to
meet objectively assessed development needs.
b) Has the capacity of areas within settlements to accommodate
growth been robustly assessed and what were the conclusions?

1.2

The Council’s Topic Paper 2: Housing, outlines the approach taken to
assessing the capacity for further development within settlements. We
believe the approach to be generally robust, although note that the
Council has ‘optimised site densities, maximising development whilst
recognising constraints’.

1.3

There is clearly a risk that once more detailed work is undertaken (at
the planning application stage) actual site development capacities will
be lower, increasing the residual housing requirement to be
accommodated outside of settlements.
c) How were the removal sites identified and assessed?

1.4

Our representations submitted at the Publication stage set out our
concerns in relation to the approach taken by the Council in selecting
sites for consideration and their subsequent assessment.

1.5

We have highlighted, using land off Kingsley Drive and land at
Heavens Above as examples, some significant errors and
inconsistencies in the Council’s assessment process. These errors
and inconsistences are significant, and go to the heart of the plan
making process.

1.6

In our view, land which is capable of contributing to sustainable
development; is capable of removal from the Green Belt; and is
deliverable (see paragraph 6.38 of the WDC Topic Paper 2: Housing)
has been incorrectly omitted from further consideration for allocation.
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1.7

The important follow-on consequence is that the Council has not,
through Sustainability Appraisal, considered the relative merits of the
proposed Plan strategy and allocations against other reasonable
alternatives, which may overall be better placed to deliver sustainable
development.

1.8

In the simplest of terms, we do not believe the land off Kingsley Drive
(shown in the image below) should have been excluded from further
consideration principally on the basis that, in the Council’s view, it fulfils
a strong function in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment.
The land is enclosed by residential development to the north and east,
school buildings to the south, and protected woodland to the west, and
does not display typical characteristics of open countryside.
Image 1 – Land Off Kingsley Drive, Marlow Bottom

d) Was an assessment undertaken of the contribution of each of
the removal sites to the Green Belt purposes and what were the
conclusions?
1.9

Our representation at the Publication stage provides a critique of the
assessment work undertaken, and the conclusions reached.

1.10

We do not believe that the Council’s evidence base in this regard
provides a sound basis for plan making.
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2.

Is the approach to amending Green Belt boundaries to release sites for
development soundly based and is it consistent with the conclusions of
the review in respect of their contribution to Green Belt purposes?

2.1

There is an inevitable element of subjectivity in assessing the contribution an
area of land makes to the purposes of the Green Belt. As recognised in the
WDC Topic Paper 2: Housing, a number of factors need to weighed in the
planning balance to arrive at a decision on the sites to be released from the
Green Belt and allocated for development.

2.2

The planning context for such decisions in Wycombe District is:
•
•
•
•

A significant objectively assessed need for housing, which could
increase under the new standard methodology;
An undoubted ongoing need for new housing delivery after the current
Plan period.
Uncertainty over whether Aylesbury Vale District is able to deliver new
housing at the rates required to meet its own needs, as well as those of
adjoining Districts (including Wycombe, Chiltern and South Bucks).
A complete lack of flexibility in the housing land supply figures, with the
reserve sites in the District all having been released for development, no
replacement reserve sites being proposed, and the Council
acknowledging that their site capacity assessment work has looked to
maximise housing numbers.

2.3

As the Publication draft Local Plan is currently presented, it appears inevitable
that the Council will need to undertake a further Green Belt review when the
next Local Plan is prepared. Such a position is at odds with the NPPF, which
requires planning authorities to satisfy themselves that Green Belt boundaries
will not need to be further altered at the end of the development plan period.

2.4

We believe there is a simple remedy - allocate more sites for development in
the current Local Plan.

2.5

More specifically in relation to the question posed, our concern is mainly with
the robustness of the Council’s evidence base in terms of the Green Belt
Assessment work (and related material) rather than whether the sites
proposed for release are consistent with the Council’s evidence base as
drafted.

2.6

Given the element of subjectivity in assessing the contribution an area of land
makes to the purposes of the Green Belt, we maintain that the Council should
have undertaken a more well-rounded assessment of the available and
reasonable alternatives (including through Sustainability Appraisal). As a
matter of principle, the plan making exercise should not simply be about
identifying bits of land that, in the Council’s view, make a limited contribution
to the purposes of the Green Belt and then running with those – it should be
about delivering sustainable development in its widest sense.
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2.7

The Council has failed to make an assessment of the relative contribution that
parcels of land make to the purposes of the Green Belt, versus their relative
ability to deliver sustainable development.

3.

Do the exceptional circumstances exist to justify the proposed revision
of the Green Belt boundaries?

3.1

We believe there are the exceptional circumstances needed to allow
alterations to the Green Belt boundary through the Wycombe Local Plan
process. Indeed, we believe there is the justification for further revisions to be
made to the Green Belt boundary, to reduce or remove the extent of unmet
housing need to be exported to Aylesbury Vale, to assist in delivering
sustainable development, and to provide assurance that the Green Belt
boundary will not need to be altered at the end of the plan period.

3.2

WDC Topic Paper 2: Housing, outlines the Council’s position on exceptional
circumstances (paragraphs 6.37 and 6.38).
i) Capable of Delivering Sustainable Development

3.3

We support the broad recognition of the need to consider whether a potential
development location is capable of contributing to sustainable development,
but do not agree with how the Council has applied this ‘test’ – which is simply
whether a location forms a ‘logical extension to an existing settlement’.

3.4

Taking the proposed allocation of land at Heavens Above, Marlow Bottom, as
an example, whilst this land adjoins some low-density housing at the very
northern end of Marlow Bottom (and therefore fits with the Council’s ‘test’ in
relation to contributing towards the delivery of sustainable development), the
walk from this site to the local primary school is 1.5km, and the walk to the
wide range of other facilities and services in Marlow Bottom is between 1.5km
and over 2km. Indeed, the Sustainability Appraisal notes that land at
Heavens Above performs poorly in terms of accessibility, and the Green Belt
Assessment Part 2 notes that the location is not sustainable (page 206,
‘Highways Considerations’).

3.5

There is no assessment made of the land off Kingsley Drive in the
Sustainability Appraisal, and the relevant Green Belt Assessment Part 2 proforma provides no comment on the sustainability and accessibility of the land
off Kingsley Drive. We can confirm however that within reasonable walking
distance (within 800m) of the land off Kingsley Drive are a primary school
(adjacent), day nursery, pre-school, sports and social club, vet, dentist,
pharmacy, recreation ground, news agent and general store, places of
worship, post office, hair dresser and beauty salon, takeaway, butchers and
restaurant.
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ii) Capable of Removal from the Green Belt
3.6

Our representations at the Publication stage set out why we consider the land
off Kingsley Drive to be capable of removal from the Green Belt (i.e. given the
land’s limited contribution to the purposes of the Green Belt; the general
extent of the Green Belt in the area; and the ability to achieve a permanent
and robust new Green Belt boundary).

3.7

On this ‘test’, the Council’s contention is that the land fulfils a strong function
in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment. We simply refer again to
Image 1 above, and would ask that the Inspector considers this matter on her
site visit to Marlow Bottom.
iii) Deliverable and Developable

3.8

Our representations at the Publication stage set out why we consider the land
off Kingsley Drive to be deliverable and developable.

3.9

We note that in terms of whether the land of Kingsley Drive is developable,
the Council only cite the fact that much of the land sits within a wider Green
Infrastructure area, under retained Policy DM11. The issues listed with land
at Heavens Above are more extensive, with the surrounding woodland being
a Biological Notification site, the woodland to the north being Ancient
woodland and issues with surface water flood drainage (as evidenced by
some of the photographs provided by local residents as part of their
representations).

3.10

Our Landscape and Visual Appraisal submitted at the Publication stage fully
addresses the landscape and visual impacts of proposed development on
land off Kingsley Drive. We agree with the Council that views into the land off
Kingsley Drive are mainly limited to filtered views and glimpses from public
footpaths, and that retaining and supplementing existing vegetation would
help mitigate any visual impact.

3.11

We would disagree with the Council that Marlow Bottom simply occupies the
valley bottom (and that development on land off Kingsley Drive would
therefore be inconsistent with the existing ‘edge’ of Marlow Bottom). When
first named Marlow Bottom might have hugged the valley floor, but
development off Highwoods Drive for example, on the western side of the
Valley, is clearly on the valley slopes, and extends right up to the woodland
edge.

3.12

The final element of the District Council’s exceptional circumstances approach
relates to whether or not the OAN is being met, and the scale of unmet need
balanced against the contribution a site makes to the quality and function of
the Green Belt. In the context outlined at paragraph 2.2 above, we do not
believe that the Wycombe Local Plan strikes a reasonable and appropriate
balance in relation to the extent of Green Belt land released, in particular, in
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light of the lack of flexibility in the Local Plan as drafted, the untested ability of
Aylesbury Vale to accommodate the scale of unmet need cumulatively
proposed, and the inevitability of the need for Green Belt boundaries to be
reviewed again before the end of the emerging Local Plan period (i.e. well
before 2033).
4.

What are the exceptional circumstances, as required by the NPPF
paragraphs 79 – 86, that justify the Plan’s proposed revision of the
boundaries of the Green Belt?

4.1

In headline terms, we believe that the exceptional circumstances for
revisions to the Green Belt boundary in Wycombe District are:
•
•
•
•

The heavily constrained nature of the District;
The significant need for housing, to provide land to address the
Objectively Assessed Need;
To enable sustainable development, by meeting needs locally;
The inability (or in the case of Aylesbury Vale, the limited ability) of
other local authorities to assist with meeting any unmet housing needs
from Wycombe District.

4.2

The proposed revisions to the NPPF (March 2018), include new advice on
establishing exceptional circumstances. Proposed paragraph 135 suggests
that the need for any changes to Green Belt boundaries should be
established at the strategic level.

4.3

We believe there is a strategic case for changes to the Green Belt boundary
in Wycombe District, for the reasons outlined in paragraph 4.1 above.

4.4

The proposed revisions to the NPPF also include a requirement for the plan
making authority to have examined fully all other reasonable options for
meeting its identified need for development (paragraph 136). The draft
NPPF requires consideration to be given to whether the strategy makes as
much use as possible of suitable brownfield sites and under-utilised land,
and suggests development densities should be optimised. The draft NPPF
also requires discussions with neighbouring authorities about whether they
could accommodate some of the identified need for development.

4.5

We believe Wycombe District Council has generally fulfilled these
requirements, although we maintain our reservations over the ability of
Aylesbury Vale District to consistently deliver the scale of new housing
required, year in, year out, to the meet its own significant development
needs, alongside unmet housing needs from a number of surrounding
authorities.
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