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Preface 

The Dorset Local Nature Partnership is concerned with the natural environment in its widest 

sense. 

Its Strategy  

http://www.dorsetwildlifetrust.org.uk/hres/DORSET%20LNP%20STRATEGY%20final.pdf 

states that: 

The Dorset LNP has a Vision that is working towards a future in which, [amongst other 

objectives]: 

 Dorset’s natural environment is richer in quality and diversity and more resilient 

to change in urban and rural areas and in the marine environment 

 

 Dorset’s natural systems are providing a wider and more valuable range of 

services, more reliably to people and wildlife 

 

 Development & growth in Dorset is planned so that the natural resource on which 

the development is based, is enhanced and not eroded; thus restricting future 

development 

 

 The natural environment is not thoughts of as a constraint to be overcome, rather 

it is the basis upon which growth and development can be sustained and 

therefore consistently requires both protection and enhancement, to deliver such 

benefits 

 

In doing so, the LNP will be led by operating principles that include: 

 Sustainable development: the LNP will promote the integration of social, 

economic and environmental goals and will work with partners to develop win-

win solutions to achieve this, embedding the concept of natural capital into 

growth strategies and development projects. 

 

 Early intervention: were possible the LNP will work early on in any policy or 

planning discussion to seek successful outcomes efficiently, without conflict and 

cost effectively. 

 

This paper on the role and purpose of the Green Belt in general, was born out of a discussion 

at a LNP Board meeting about the role of the green belt around the Bournemouth & Poole 

conurbation, in the context of increased demands for housing growth and development.  
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1 The Green Belt 

 

1.1 The term ‘Green Belt’ is used in different ways and invokes mixed opinions…To some it 

represents the strength of the planning system in preventing development extending into the 

countryside around major towns and cities…To others it is seen as an outmoded constraint on 

managed and planned development to meet society’s housing and other needs…Whilst it is 

also a term used by some people, (incorrectly) to mean any open undeveloped greenfield land! 

 

1.2  It is interesting to note that in fact Queen Elizabeth I established a three-mile wide 

cordon sanitaire around London in 1580. However, whilst this prohibited housing development 

on any sites where there hadn’t been a building in living memory, it was also a proclamation 

that was widely ignored. Aside from a brief attempt by the Commonwealth Parliament in 1657, 

the idea of limiting London’s growth received little attention until the late nineteenth century.  

 

2 Early Origins – Ebenezer Howard  

 

2.1 The early origins of the term and its use can be traced back to one of the pioneers of 

town and country planning; Ebenezer Howard. 

 

2.2 In his book of 1898 entitled; “To-morrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform”, he called for 

the creation of new towns of limited size, planned in advance in a comprehensive manner and 

surrounded by ‘a permanent belt of agricultural land’. 

 

This was followed by probably his more well-known book; “Garden 

Cities of To-morrow” in 1902, when again he emphasised the 

importance of a permanent girdle of open and agricultural land, 

required for food production, around towns and which in due 

course, became integrated into the British town planning system. 
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In response to concerns about the migration of people from 

the countryside into the towns and the resulting 

concentration of populations in major cities, with ensuing health 

problems, Howard’s proposal was to reintegrate people with 

the countryside.  

 

2.3 He represented the attraction of the city as a magnet, 

and in comparing the ‘town and country magnets’ decided 

that neither were suitable attractors for his utopian vision. Instead he believed that “Human 

society and the beauty of nature are meant to be enjoyed together” – his solution “the two 

magnets must be made one.” Town & Country. 

 

2.4 The ‘Garden City’ came to be understood as an urban planning model to reform the 

spatial arrangement of social and economic life although Howard’s ideas of social reform was 

somewhat lost. Howard had emphasised the creation of a sense of community and harbouring 

relationships between human beings, enhancing them through good planning and design that 

promoted sociability. 

 

2.5 Howard initiated the concept of what were then new ideas 

about hierarchy of services within the city, the essential components 

of community being planned with clear zoning principles in a more 

holistic manner. The idea of the agricultural belt, the ‘bounded’ city, 

is directly responsible for later policies of ‘Green Belt’ in the UK (and 

indeed in other parts of the world) that has since evolved and 

changed but essentially remains about constricting and controlling 

urban growth. 

 

 

2.6 Interestingly, having written this report for the Local Nature Partnership Board, the March 

edition of The Planner (RTPI Publication) contains an article on Letchworth 

and the relevance of Garden Cities to today’s housing problems. This 

focuses on the design approach as well as importantly, the governance 

and financial arrangements. 

The article is entitled: “Letchworth: “What can 21st Century Planners learn 

from the original garden city?” and is reproduced as Appendix 4.  

It concludes by suggesting that given the amount of housing currently 

required, garden cities, (which may have a somewhat quaint attraction to politicians and the 
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some of the public), can only be part of a package of measures along with other approaches 

such as urban extensions and urban renewal and also emphasises the need to take a long 

term view in financial terms if such schemes are to be successful.  
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3 So what is Green Belt within the current planning system? 

3.1 As indicated above, there is much confusion about the term as although it's original 

purpose was to ...provide a girdle of open space... around major conurbations, it has become, 

in some people's minds, as being synonymous with general greenfield land or the open 

countryside. 

 

3.2 Green Belt is defined by a boundary; a line drawn on an Ordnance Survey map, on one 

side of which is the urban area where generally development is permitted, whilst on the other 

side it is strictly controlled and there is a presumption against new development unless special 

circumstances prevail. Beyond outer boundary of the belt, planning polices revert to polices for 

towns, villages and the general open countryside.  

 

3.3 However one common misconception is that green belt is designated because or its 

landscape or other intrinsic value, but in reality it is a planning designation that has little bearing 

on the actual quality of land that is being protected from development. In practice Green Belt 

land can include some existing developed land and uses, the somewhat tatty uses, often found 

in areas of ‘urban fringe’ such as ‘horsiculture’ and in some cases, landscape which is of 

marginal or poor quality. The term ‘Green Belt’ therefore is, or has the potential to be one of the 

most misunderstood of planning designations. 

 

3.4  The Metropolitan Green Belt around London was first proposed by the Greater London 

Regional Planning Committee in 1935. The Town and Country Planning Act 1947 then allowed 

local authorities to include green belt proposals in their development plans. This Act and the 

National Parks & Access to the Countryside Act 1949, still form the essential basis of today’s 

planning system and in 1955, the then Minister of Housing, Duncan Sandys encouraged local 

authorities around the country to consider protecting land around their towns and cities by the 

formal designation of clearly defined ‘Green Belts’. 

 

3.5 The concept of the ‘Green Belt’  became embodied in the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government’s  1955 Circular 42/55, which subsequently became known as the 'Sandys 

Circular'. This is included in full within Appendix 1. 

Its purpose was to provide a ring of green space around major conurbations and was a 

response to the somewhat sporadic and ribbon developments that had developed apace in 

previous decades. 

 

 

 

http://www.ask.com/wiki/Metropolitan_Green_Belt?qsrc=3044
http://www.ask.com/wiki/Town_and_Country_Planning_Act_1947?qsrc=3044
http://www.ask.com/wiki/Duncan_Sandys?qsrc=3044
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3.6 The key messages in Circular 42/55 were as  follows: 

“The importance of checking unrestricted sprawl of the built up areas and the safeguarding of 

the surrounding countryside against further encroachment”. 

The only way of achieving this was seen to be by …”the formal designation of clearly defined 

Green Belts around the areas concerned”. 

The Minister therefore recommended that Planning Authorities consider establishing 

a…..“Green belt wherever this was desirable in order to: 

(a) Check the further growth of a large built up area 

(b) To prevent neighbouring towns from merging into one another, or 

(c) To preserve the special character of a town” 

 

3.7 It is clear for these statement at the time, that maintaining the separation of settlements 

and therefore their individual identity was seen as a strong policy. As noted above, It was also a 

reaction to the extensive ribbon development that had taken place in the pre-wars years and 

which was often referred to a urban or suburban ‘sprawl’! 

3.8 Although not stated explicitly here, it is also a fact that in the post war period, given the 

shortage of food during the war years, the need to be more self-sufficient in food production 

was given high importance by government. The planning system and the control of 

development in the countryside was therefore a powerful tool in retaining farming units and 

therefore keeping agricultural land in food production, especially that which was Grade 1-3A in 

quality. 

 

3.9 Circular 42/55 also stated that:  

“Green belts should be several miles wide, so as to ensure an appreciable rural zone all around 

the built up area concerned”. 

Green belts were designated by Local Planning Authorities through (previously) County 

Development and Metropolitan Plans and subsequently Structure and Local Plans, with the 

latter now also the current mechanism for defining and/or amending boundaries. 

 

3.10 A new government circular, 11/05 was introduced in 20015, entitled,  The Town and 

Country Planning (Green Belt) Direction 2005, but this has now been superceded by the 

National Planning Policy Framework 2012; [NPPF].. 
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3.11 The NPPF contains some detailed information and policy statements about Green Belts 

in Section 9 and in summary this now states that there are five purposes of including land 

within the Green Belt, as follows: 

 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. 

Once an area of land has been defined as Green Belt, local authorities are encouraged to 

capitalise upon the designation by: 

 Providing opportunities for access to the open countryside for the urban population 

 Providing opportunities for outdoor sport and outdoor recreation near urban areas 

 The retention of attractive landscapes and the enhancement of landscapes, near to where 

people live 

 Improvement of damaged and derelict land around towns 

 Securing benefits for biodiversity and nature conservation interests 

 Retaining land in agricultural, forestry and related uses. 

 

Inappropriate development, is by definition harmful to the Green Belt and should not be 

approved, except in ‘very special circumstances’. 

 

3.12 The NPPF therefore represents the latest and most up to date government policy for 

Green Belts and the full extract of Section 9 of the NPPF is included in Appendix 2. 

 

3.13 Although therefore, land within green belts can  have the following attributes, they are 

not in the first instance, designated for: 

 Their intrinsic landscape quality 

 Their recreational potential 

 The quality of agricultural land 

 Their nature conservation interest or value 

This is not to say that some areas of green belt do not also exhibit these characteristics, but 

this is not the primary reason for designation. 
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3.14 It should also be noted that whilst the NPPF confirms that ‘very special circumstances’ 

should apply before new development is allowed in the Green Belt, a number of exceptions are 

highlighted where development and new construction may be permitted and these can include 

the following, in recognition of the importance of  business in the rural economy being allowed 

to develop and flourish, to support local jobs and investment: 

 Buildings for agriculture and forestry 

 Appropriate recreational and leisure facilities 

 Extensions or alterations to existing buildings if not disproportionate  or replacements of 

existing buildings, if for the same use 

 Small scale infill development in villages and affordable housing 

 Redevelopment of brownfield sites 

 Mineral extraction 

 Engineering operations, local transport infrastructure & some other essential 

developments 

 The re-use of existing buildings, if they are of a permanent and substantial construction 

 

4 Some Facts & Figures 

4.1 A recent article in ‘Planning’ magazine highlighted the following: 

 Designated green belt comprises 1.6 million hectares or 3.95 million acres 

 This equates to approximately 13% of the land area of England 

 10.6% of land within the green belt is defined as urban 

 Developable brownfield sites make up 1.9% of the green belt 

 2% of the green belt could if deemed appropriate, accommodate 2.5 m homes over the 

next 10 years. 

 

4.2 Over the years Green belts have been formally designated around some of the 

country’s major cities and conurbations including: Greater London, Merseyside, Greater 

Manchester, South & West Yorkshire, West Midlands; Bournemouth & Poole; Bristol & Bath; 

Tyne & wear & Durham; Nottingham & Derby; Stoke on Trent; Oxford; Cambridge; Gloucester 

& Cheltenham; & Burton on Trent.  

 

4.3 Interestingly if the Green Belt had not been in place around London, the construction of 

the M25 Motorway would have been significantly more difficult and indeed would almost 

certainly have had to have been relocated further out from the London’s boundaries. 
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5 National Defenders of the Green Belt 

 

5.1 The CPRE, Council for the Protection of Rural 

England is probably the most well-known ‘defender’ of the 

Green Belt and its countryside protection policies. They 

published a commemorative document entitled;   

‘Green Belt 50 Years On’ in 2005.  

They argue that the permanence of the Green Belt and its 

boundaries in crucial. They are strong advocates of urban 

regeneration, the use of ‘brownfield’ [previously 

developed] land within urban areas and point to Green 

Belts as having focussed development on urban centres 

and the value of the Green belt for 

landscape/countryside, recreation and leisure, health & 

well–being and  wildlife. 

 

6 Some Recent Issues and Controversial Decisions & Opinions 

 

6.1 Generally, proposals for major development should come forward through the Local 

Plan process as proposals for ad-hoc development. Incursions into Green Belts inevitably 

cause controversy. A number of recent case studies illustrate some of the pressures and 

tensions, with the Secretary of State intervening on a number of occasions to make the 

decisions, overriding the decision-making powers of the Local Planning Authority and/or 

Planning Inspectorate. However the Courts have also recently had their input as well, on the 

matter. See Case Studies examples below. 

 

6.2 An important factor is that the NPPF states that if a 5 year housing land supply cannot 

be identified for a Local Planning Authority area, then there is presumption in favour of 

sustainable development. This has been relied in numerous planning appeals being allowed on 

greenfield sites, including some within Green Belt locations. This highlights the importance of 

local plans being up-to-date with sufficient housing allocations and for Green Belt boundaries to 

be reviewed as part of this process, where relevant. 

 

6.3 The recent House of Commons Communities Select Committee who considered this 

issue have concluded as follows: 
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“All councils must move much more quickly to get an adopted plan in place: this will give 

communities increased protection against the threat of undesirable development. A statutory 

requirement should be made for councils to get local plans adopted within three years of 

legislation being enacted. 

The complex issue of land supply must be addressed. Provisions in the NPPF relating to the 

viability of housing land are leading to inappropriate development: these loopholes must be 

closed. There also needs to be clearer guidance about how housing need should be assessed. 

In addition, local authorities should be encouraged to review their green belts as part of the 

local planning process”. 

Some further examples of recent Green Belt planning issues are as follows: 

 Communities secretary Eric Pickles has refused permission for an incinerator in 
Hertfordshire, ruling that the 'very special circumstances' necessary to justify the green 
belt development do not exist. In his decision note, Pickles said that the proposed 
incinerator would result in "substantial actual harm to the openness of the green belt" 
and added that he considered that the proposed building would be harmful in terms of 
another of the purposes of the green belt – "to prevent neighbouring settlements 
merging into one another". 

However this decision was overturned by the High Court: Mr Justice Lewis ruled that, 
when planning consent was refused by Pickles, he had not taken into account proposals 
to remove the site from the green belt. He held that this should have been weighed into 
the balance when considering the matter. 

 A major multi-million pound business park project proposed for green belt land near 
Coventry airport was turned down by Communities Secretary Eric Pickles on the advice 
of the planning inspector who held the call-in public inquiry. 

The scheme, known as the Coventry and Warwickshire Gateway project, was the 
brainchild of the Local Enterprise Partnership and involved a comprehensive 
development offering offices, research & development facilities, light industrial uses, 
hotels, a museum and a new countryside park on land within and to the north, west and 
south of Coventry Airport and land at the junctions of the A45 with the A46 and the 
junctions of the A444 with the A4114. The scheme had been approved by both the two 
planning authorities involved, Coventry City Council and Warwick District Council. 

In his decision letter Pickles acknowledged that there was a strong case for the 
development and that it would deliver economic benefits and environmental gains.  
However, he also considered that the project would give rise to substantial green belt 
harm “to which he attaches very serious weight”. The Secretary of State concluded that 
the “very special circumstances do not exist" to justify what he argued was 
"inappropriate development”.   

Jonathan Browning, chairman of the Coventry and Warwickshire LEP, said the decision 
was "extremely disappointing". 
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 Notwithstanding a claim that a new bus depot within the York Green Belt involved local 

transport infrastructure which was by definition appropriate to such a location, an 

inspector has decided that it would fail to maintain the openness of the area and the 

justification for the development was lacking.... The appellant relied on paragraph 90 of 

the national planning policy framework which advised that infrastructure projects were 

acceptable within a green belt, a claim disputed by the council. 

 The Court of Appeal backed the judicial review by Gallagher Homes and Lioncourt 

Homes against Solihull Metropolitan District Council’s decision to adopt its local plan. 

Lord Justice Laws said the council needs to "think again" about the relevant parts of the 

document, which reclassified two previously undesignated sites in the Tidbury Green 

area of Solihull as green belt. The two developers argued that the green belt 

designation would thwart their plans to build almost 400 new homes on the sites and 

was unlawful because it failed to meet the requirements of the National Planning Policy 

Framework. 

 The Chair of HS2 has stated … "Applying a planning policy too rigidly ignores the 

special circumstances arising from construction of the railway: a policy of protecting the 

green belt might sensibly be adjusted to allow for individual buildings to be retained 

where they remain useful and where the new buildings have been essentially forced on 

those affected as a way to maintain the area while reducing the impact of the railway". 

 The Secretary of State has recently empahised as follows:  “It has always been the 
case that a local authority could adjust a Green Belt boundary through a review of the 
Local Plan. It must, however, always be transparently clear that it is the local authority 
itself which has chosen that path – and it is important that this is reflected in the drafting 
of Inspectors’ reports. 

 ”An appellant has been successful in obtaining permission for a barn at his farm in the 
Surrey green belt, with an inspector also deciding that a partial award of costs should 
be made against the council.  

 London's green belt needs 'redefining' to meet the capital's need for one million new 

homes by 2030, says a report by an influential planning body. The study by the ‘London 

Society’ says the green belt’s "preservation myth" needs to be dispelled with the 

recognition that new development will be required on some of it. With housebuilding 

levels at their "lowest for a generation", the paper calls for a "joined-up approach to 

growth" involving discussions about development in the green belt, a challenge that 

requires "strong, central leadership". 

 A strategic housing land availability assessment (SHLAA) commissioned by Oxford City 

Council, found that land within the local authority boundaries could only take between 

32 and 43 per cent of the city’s housing need up to 2031. According to the SHLAA, 

Oxford’s land could provide about 10,200 new homes, leaving a shortfall of up to 21,800 

further homes to meet the overall need. In a statement, the council said the SHLAA 

identified two green belt sites for development, at the northern and southern edges of 

the city for 150 and 180 homes respectively. It added: "The study provides irrefutable 

http://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1226947/developers-challenge-solihull-local-plan-housing-site-de-allocation
http://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1226947/developers-challenge-solihull-local-plan-housing-site-de-allocation
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evidence of the need for a sustainable urban extension [within the Green Belt], to meet 

Oxford’s housing needs." 

 London's reserves of brownfield land will not be enough to meet rising housing 

demand and councils should look to review green belt in their areas to provide 

for more homes, a report has recommended 

London First, argues that it is unrealistic to assume that building on brownfield sites will 

provide sufficient land to meet London’s housing need. It says London’s boroughs 

"should be encouraged to review their green belt and consider how the land within it can 

be most effectively used and what the options are for re-designating a small fraction for 

new homes". 

 

The document says that the starting point for any green belt review "should be to only 

consider areas that are close to existing or future transport nodes, that are of poor 

environmental or civic value and could better serve London’s needs by supporting 

sustainable, high-quality, well-designed residential development that incorporates truly 

accessible green space". 

 

The report also highlights key facts on the London’s green belt including: 

 A quarter of the land inside London’s green belt (within the area of the Greater London 

Authority) is environmentally designated land, parks, or land with real public access. 

 27.6 per cent of London is covered by buildings, roads, paths, and railways. 

 22 per cent of all the land within London’s boundary is green belt. 

 Around 60 per cent of London’s green belt is within 2km of an existing rail or tube station. 

One of the authors says…"We need to make the most of brownfield sites, but if we want to 

protect the quality of London for the growing number of people who live in London, then we 

can’t continue to rule out sensible reviews of the green belt boundaries." 

These decisions and differing opinions, expressed by various bodies help demonstrate the 

current uncertainty over the robustness of Green Belt as a policy and the pressure for reviews 

to be undertaken. 

 

7 Why is there continual pressure for development on Green Belt land and  

Is there a current ‘Housing Crisis’?  

 

7.1 There are number of factors affecting this issue: 

 Many urban areas have been subject to regeneration programmes over the past 20-25 

years and as a result, many or most of the developable land has already been taken up. 
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 Brownfield sites can be more expensive to develop due to the need for demolition, 

contamination works and other issues, which can make them less attractive to 

investors, compared with greenfield sites. 

 There is no longer the same scope for public investment in infrastructure to help pump 

prime difficult sites, compared with the past. Regional Development Agencies were 

abolished in 2010 and whilst the Homes and Communities Agency does have role, its 

funds are limited. 

 But brownfield sites within existing urban areas that can draw upon existing local 

services and facilities and support regeneration aims, have good potential to provide 

mixed use schemes as well as small affordable homes for those in greatest need. 

 Inner urban areas’ brownfield sites also often lend themselves to high density flat 

developments. As a result, there is often a shortage of housing that is most suitable for 

larger, family accommodation with areas of private as well as public open space, within 

inner town and city areas. 

 This generates pressures on the edge of settlements for new, greenfield land releases; 

Green Belt or otherwise. 

 There is overall, a significant shortage of housing in the UK and by 2030 there will be 

twice as many people over 80 as at present. There is a need for a diversity of house 

types and sizes, with the need for single person households to be accommodated, set 

to increase further.  

 However, there is also the ever present demand for genuinely affordable housing to rent 

or part purchase and which successive governments have failed to address 

comprehensively over the past 30 years, with the planning system and 106 agreements 

being only a partial mechanism for delivering social housing. The sale of ‘Council 

Housing’ over the past 30 years has not been balanced by compensatory building of 

new, publically funded social housing. It has been said that for every 100 social houses 

built in the 50’s & 60’s, only 1 is being built today! 

 A balance therefore needs to be provided of inner area, brownfield and other greenfield 

sites, arguably some of which need to be within the Green Belt, to meet affordable 

housing requirements into the future. 

 However, standard ‘dormitory’ estates are far too common and do not result in the 

creation of ‘places’, destinations and balanced communities where people really want to 

live. Delivery is not meeting real needs, hence the objection to housing schemes. 

 Creating neighbourhoods and communities is required through better design and 

housing mix. Howard’s Garden City Movement aimed to do just this and in today’s 
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environment, the desire to protect the Green Belt needs to be balanced with the 

importance of creating balanced new communities and meeting housing need. 

 Some commentators report that the country is currently 1 million homes short of what is 

needed and affordable housing to rent and part buy is a crucial issue, especially for 

young people, 750,000 of whom, between the ages of 20-40 are still living at home as 

they simply can’t afford to move out. But, quality in new housing is needed as much a 

quantity. 

 Only 9% of England is developed, within the South East this is 12%. It has been 

assessed that if 3 million new homes were built in the South East, this percentage 

would only increase to 12.7%. The so called ‘threat of development’ therefore does 

therefore perhaps need to be kept in perspective! The UK has a culture that has 

developed over recent generations, where those who have the benefit of their own 

housing, notably owner occupiers, (in many cases within new housing developments), 

tend to vehemently oppose further new housing being built for other people, in their 

locality. This is despite the fact that members of their own families may well be in 

housing need.  

 

 Local Planning Authorities have to demonstrate that they have a 5 Year Housing Land 

Supply, based on sound national and local assessments of housing need over the next 

20 years or so. If they are unable to do this, then in accordance with the NPPF they risk 

losing planning appeals, with the whole planning of their area reverting to ‘planning by 

appeal. This is a most unsatisfactory way to develop any  

local area and therefore coherent planning is the preferred solution. 

 

7.2 Arguably therefore, given the general pace of growth and demand for land for various 

uses and activities, maintaining Green Belt boundaries in the same place in perpetuity, is 

unlikely to be a realistic prospect, if local economies are to thrive and develop and the needs of 

local and incoming populations are to be met; especially for housing. There is of course real 

scope to maintain the absolute size of Green Belts, by compensating for any loss close in the 

main settlements, services and transport routes, by extending or ‘letting out’ the ‘Belt’ a notch 

or two, at its outer edge, thereby maintaining the full extent of the Green Belt; albeit in different 

locations. 
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8 Green Belt in The Dorset, Bournemouth & Poole  Context  

 

8.1 Within this area, the only area of Green Belt is around the Bournemouth, Poole, 

Christchurch conurbation and this is shown in Appendix 3. The boundaries were originally 

developed and shown on the Dorset, Bournemouth & Poole Structure and have latterly been 

defined in relevant Local Plans of the various affected Local Planning Authorities. 

 

9 So what role does the LNP have in respect of the Green Belt around the 

Conurbation?  

 

9.1 The LNP’s primary planning role is to take a strategic overview of emerging strategies 

for growth and major development proposals, aimed at supporting the local economy and how 

these might impact upon the natural environment and biodiversity. 

 

9.2 Boundaries of Green Belts are defined by Local Planning Authorities in their Local Plans 

and it would be expected that any review of boundaries would be undertaken in a strategic,  

joint authority/partnership manner, so as to ensure that a strategic assessment of the issue was 

undertaken and decisions based on the principle of protecting the most important parts of the 

Green Belt, having regard to the designation criteria, as well as planning new areas of Green 

Belt, to compensate for any losses. 

 

9.3 Across England, some Green Belt in urban fringe locations are of poor landscape 

quality; they may be of minimal biodiversity interest, not in productive agricultural use and so 

could potentially provide land for housing growth, whilst some housing development could also 

take place on and in the environs of brownfield sites, within the Green Belt. 

 

9.4 The proximity of Green Belt to existing development and settlements mean that new 

housing can capitalise on existing services, transport facilities and community facilities. 

However, as emphasised above, Green Belt should not be confused with general ‘greenfield’ 

sites, which may be open countryside, urban fringe areas or undeveloped land within 

settlements, but not designated as statutory Green Belt.  

 

9.5 Protecting Green Belt boundaries at all costs can result in pressure to for development 

to ‘leapfrog’ the boundary which means that new development is then some distance from the 

main settlement or conurbation, with resulting increased transport movements and a generally 

less sustainable form of development. 
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9.6 If new housing development is to be contemplated on land that is currently designated 

as Green Belt in whatever location, then this should not be progressed through ad-hoc planning 

applications, but be proposed by way of Local Plan or Strategic Green Belt Reviews when the 

detailed boundaries of the Green Belt can be properly assessed as part of the formal plan 

process. This allows for extensive consultation with both the public and statutory consultees, as 

well as examination by an independent Planning Inspector, who will properly consider and 

weigh up the proposed amendment to include Green Belt land for development and balance 

the need for housing, employment or other land uses, against continued Green Belt protection. 

 

9.7 All local plans, as they progress over time are reviewed and this usually results in some 

land that was previously protected from development in the local plan, being reconsidered and 

allocated for various land uses and developments. The concept of boundary and policy reviews 

in planning is therefore very much part of the process, that is repeated over a period of years. 

 

9.8 As noted above, one of the reasons why development on the periphery of settlements is 

often opposed, whether in Green Belts or otherwise, is due to the fact that such schemes may 

be single land use, notably housing. As a result, large, edge of town, suburban estates are 

created which have little real sense of place or community and few public and community 

facilities. The challenge therefore is to ‘create places’ where people want to live and which 

meet housing needs and are set within a valued environmental context, where the development 

is complemented by the enhancement of biodiversity and environmental quality access to the 

adjacent countryside is improved. This clearly has echoes of Howard’s original vision. 

 

9.9 To try and overcome these concerns, proposals have been put forward for new 

settlements, (for example at Ebbsfleet; East of London), which are more balanced and have a 

mix of uses and so are potentially at least, are more self-contained and sustainable. Although 

adjoining Dorchester, rather than being free standing and not in the Green belt, the Poundbury 

scheme aimed to and has adopted some of these principles.  

 

9.10 The Dorset Local Nature Partnership, with the diverse expertise has a valuable role to 

play in contributing towards any review of Green Belt boundaries if this is to be contemplated 

within the area. It also has an important role to in identifying opportunities for 

countryside/environment improvement and management schemes, as well as biodiversity 

offsetting where this is relevant, all of which should be secured as part of any major 

developments, with these requirements incorporated within Local Plans from the outset. 
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9.11 If Green Belt land were to be released for development through the Statutory Local Plan 

process or other mechanism, as a ‘special case’, then as well as extending the Green Belt 

elsewhere in the locality, there is a greater ability to negotiate such enhancements. As always, 

the cost of any environmental benefits needs to be taken into account along with other 

requirements for affordable housing etc. in assessing the residual land value. In allocating 

agricultural land on the edge of settlements for development, the notion that such schemes 

cannot deliver environmental enhancements as they are ‘not viable’ should be not 

countenanced, if all requirements and costs are established from the outset and before any 

land values are agreed…….some would say that is ….’Proper Planning’! 

 

9.12 This paper to the LNP Board does not aim to influence board members views or 

opinions on the issue of whether or not specific new housing or other development sites should 

be released, and development permitted within the Green Belt in the locality.  

 

9.13 However, looking at the issue from the perspective of the LNP Board’s strategic role 

and with the need  to consider these issues holistically, the Board has potential to use its 

influence and expertise to help ensure that new development takes place in the most 

sustainable manner and that benefits to biodiversity are secured. This might well be best be 

achieved by taking and open and flexible approach to reviewing  Green Belt boundaries and 

considering the opportunities for development, as opposed to slavishly adhering to past 

policies, as being the only correct or conceivable solution in responding to future housing 

needs. 

 

9.14 Clearly therefore if there were to be review of green belt boundaries around the 

conurbation, to ensure that it continues to address the future and changing needs of the area 

and to ensure that the role of the green belt remains fit for purpose and to reassess whether the 

current boundaries are appropriate, this would need to be done by way of Local Plan Reviews 

and/or a specific Strategic Study of the Green Belt, that crossed local authority boundaries.   

 

9.15 The Dorset Local Nature Partnership has a valuable role in assisting with such a 

process and in ensuring that as well as developing land, parallel improvements and benefits 

are secured for public access, biodiversity and landscape quality, for local communities and for 

the long term. 

 

9.16 It is also hoped that this report does properly explain the origins of the Green Belt, its 

current usage as a planning tool and policy and therefore promotes discussion about the 

potential future role and opportunities for the Local Nature Partnership in respect of Green Belt 



20 
 

issues locally. The consideration of this report is particularly appropriate at this time, given the 

national attention now being given to housing needs, affordability and the wide ranging debates 

amongst various sectors about Green Belt boundaries. 

 

 

The views expressed in this report are those of the author.  

 

 

 

Simon Williams 

Dorset Local Nature Partnership Board Member 

March 2015 

Amended following March and June 2015 LNP Board Meetings 

April & August 2015  
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Appendix 1: Circular 42/55 Green Belts 
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Appendix 2: Extract from National Planning Policy Framework 2012 
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Appendix 3:  Inner and Outer Boundaries of the  

Dorset, Bournemouth & Poole Green Belt 
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