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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 This hearing statement considers Matter 5 – The Development Strategy – The Green 

Belt, specifically, Green Belt Release policy DPS3. 

1.2 I confirm I wish to attend the hearing in regard to Matter 5 – The Development 

Strategy – the Green Belt. 

 

2.0 MATTER 5 – THE DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY – THE GREEN BELT 

QUESTION 1 Where is the land that the Plan would release from the Green Belt?  

2.1 The Green Belt Topic Paper (TPA/003) lists at paragraph 3.5 the twelve areas of the 

District proposed for removal from the Green Belt. 

2.2 Table 4.1 of TPA/003, lists these sites along with their suitability scores, as defined by 

the Green Belt Review 2015 (GRB/001).  As explained in our answer to questions 4 and 

6 below, the Council has not taken a consistent or robust approach to Green Belt 

releases, as highlighted by these suitability scores. 

 

QUESTION 2 What is the link between the amount of land released from the Green Belt and 

the housing requirement, the need to direct development to sustainable locations and the 

localised need for housing?  Where is the evidence that this broadly justifies the amount of 

housing to be released?  

2.3 The Council’s case is set out in the (TPA/003).  Whilst acknowledging that there is 

potential to deliver the entirety of the housing target without using Green Belt land 

(paragraph 4.11), this would not represent the most sustainable option.  In the context 

of National Panning Policy Framework (NPPF) paragraph 84, the need to promote 

sustainable patterns of development, it is not possible to meet the District’s housing 

needs without releasing Green Belt. 
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2.4 The most sustainable settlements within the District, and those where the greatest 

housing need arises, are the larger towns which are located within the Green Belt; the 

only town outside of the Green Belt is Buntingford which has poor public transport links 

and has already taken a significant amount of development. 

2.5 Exceptional circumstances do exist to review Green Belt boundaries in order to maintain 

sustainable patterns of development and meet need where it arises.  However, the 

methodology the Council has taken in doing so is not robust.   

2.6 Our response to question 6 below explains fully how the processes of site selection and 

Green Belt review are not robust.   

 

QUESTION 3 Where can it be demonstrated that the Council has examined fully all other 

reasonable options. 

2.7 The Council has not fully examined all reasonable options for Green Belt release.  The 

Green Belt has only been reviewed in the areas where the Council propose to make 

allocations; there has been no comprehensive review of all of the district’s Green Belt 

boundaries. 

2.8 Having demonstrated that exceptional circumstances exist to justify a review of Green 

Belt boundaries (see our response to question 4), the Council has failed to consider the 

reasonable alternative option of reviewing all boundaries and all potential development 

sites within them.   

2.9 Our answer to question 6 below outlines that GRB/001 does not constitute a robust 

evidence base to inform a review of Green Belt boundaries and as such, the site 

selection process has had very little regard to its conclusions.  This has resulted in an 

inconsistent site selection process with no consideration of reasonable options. 

2.10 In light of the exceptional circumstances, the Council should have undertaken a full 

review of all of the district’s Green Belt boundaries, including the inner boundaries, in 

accordance with NPPF paragraphs 83-85.  This approach would result in Green Belt 

boundaries which are clearly defined, permanent and capable of enduring beyond the 
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plan period.  

2.11 It would also release smaller sustainable sites from the Green Belt which would be 

suitable for development in the early years of the plan period.  Whilst we do not suggest 

that this approach would yield sufficient sites such as to negate the need for the 

strategic allocations, however, this approach could have provided an option to reduce 

the extent of the strategic allocations in the Green Belt. 

 

QUESTION 4 Are there exceptional circumstances to justify the Plan’s alterations to the 

existing adopted GB boundaries?  

2.12 We agree that a case for exceptional circumstances exists, as demonstrated in TPA/003 

paragraph 4.1 onwards.  However, we do not consider that the approach to reviewing 

the Green Belt boundaries and selecting sites for release taken by Council is in 

accordance with paragraphs 83 to 85 of the NPPF. 

2.13 The Council’s case for exceptional circumstances is set out in TPA/003 and refers to the 

Calverton Parish Council v Greater Nottingham Councils [2015] which sets out a number 

of matters that should be identified and dealt with in order to ascertain whether 

exceptional circumstances exist.   

2.14 The fifth of these is the extent to which the impact of releasing land on the purposes of 

the Green Belt may be ameliorated or reduced to the lowest reasonably practicable 

extent.  Paras 20 – 22 of Calverton outline that this requirement is rooted in para 152 of 

the NPPF, which provides that wherever possible alternative options that reduce or 

mitigate impacts should be pursued. 

2.15 The evidence presented by the Council in TPA/003 paragraph 4.21 onwards is clear that 

the amount and location of Green Belt release has not been ameliorated or reduced to 

the lowest reasonably practicable extent. 

2.16 The Council outlines that it has, where possible, allocated sites that re within those areas 

identified within GRB/001 as having high suitability as areas of search for development, 

however, this has not been done.  No allocations have been made in parcels 66-70 (the 
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Bishops’ Stortford ‘green wedges’) which have “high” suitability for development and 

no allocations in parcels 24 or 37a (south east of Hertford and west of Ware) which have 

“moderate” suitability for development.   

2.17 Conversely, ten out of the twelve Green Belt allocations listed in table 4.1 of TPA/003 

are located in areas found by GRB/001 to have either low or very low suitability for 

development.  

2.18 The Council has only explored the options for Green Belt release in the locations it 

considers appropriate for allocation.  This does not accord with paragraphs 83-85 of the 

NPPF which set out the process for Green Belt review, as set out fully in our response to 

question 6.   

2.19 Having satisfied the first three tests of Calverton, the Council should have undertaken a 

comprehensive review of all Green Belt boundaries considering all potential 

development sites adjacent to sustainable settlements, fully taking into account the fifth 

requirement of Calverton.     

2.20 A full consideration of all boundaries, including the inner boundaries, would have 

yielded a greater number of smaller sites in sustainable edge of settlement locations 

which do not serve the purposes of the Green Belt and would present opportunities to 

ameliorate and reduce the amount of higher quality Green Belt released for the strategic 

allocations.   

2.21 Furthermore, these smaller sites would typically come forward more quickly than the 

larger strategic sites and deliver windfall development within the first five years of the 

plan period. 

2.22 We do consider that exceptional circumstances exist; but only if the Council can 

adequately demonstrate they have fully appraised options that reduce the impact on 

the Green Belt, which in this instance we do not believe they have. 

 

QUESTION 6 Is the site selection/Green Belt review process robust?  

2.23 As set out in our response to question 4 above, the Council is able to demonstrate 
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exceptional circumstances sufficient to justify alteration to Green Belt boundaries.  

However, the Council have not followed the process of Green Belt review as set out in 

paragraphs 83-85 of the NPPF.   

2.24 Firstly, GRB/001 is not robust and is incomplete since it does not make a full assessment 

of all potential development sites.   

2.25 Secondly, the site selection process is not robust since further assessment of sites has 

been undertaken inconsistently; there has not been a thorough assessment of all sites 

within the Strategic Land Availability Assessment 2017 (HOP/004 - hereafter SLAA sites) 

in relation to the Green Belt.   

2.26 Paragraphs 83-85 of the NPPF set out both the circumstances and process for altering 

Green Belt boundaries.  As set out in Calverton, paragraphs 83 and 84 are 

complementary provisions and that the review process referred to in paragraph 84 

cannot ignore the second part of paragraph 83, that having established exceptional 

circumstances sufficient to justify a review, 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. 

2.27 Paragraphs 84 and 85 give further direction when defining boundaries, including that 

they should take account of the need to promote sustainable development, not include 

land which is unnecessary to keep open and be defined clearly, using physical features 

that are readily recognisable and likely to be permanent. 

2.28 In order to satisfy paragraphs 83-85, a comprehensive review of all Green Belt 

boundaries should be undertaken, including a consideration of the inner Green Belt 

boundaries and whether they are clearly defined, defensible and include land which 

serves the purposes of the Green Belt.  GRB/001 and the Council’s site selection process 

fail to do this.  

2.29 Firstly, GRB/001.  The methodology at section 2 sets out that a key criticism of the 

Council’s 2013 Green Belt Review, under the critical friend Appraisal, was that the Green 

Belt parcels should be smaller and each SLAA site should be assessed.  The response to 

this criticism is to amend the methodology to include an assessment of SLAA sites within 
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each Green Belt parcel identified as “high” or “moderate” suitability for development.   

2.30 This assessment has not been carried out.  GBR/001 simply identifies a list of SLAA sites 

within these more suitable parcels but makes no assessment of them in terms of their 

contribution to the purposes of the Green Belt. 

2.31 Even if this assessment had been carried out, this approach would not address the 

concerns of the critical friend Appraisal.  The justification for requiring assessment of 

smaller parcels was that smaller sites may not serve the same purposes as those of the 

larger parcel (GRB/001 1.6.3).  It therefore follows that all parcels, including those 

considered less suitable, should be the focus for more detailed assessment of SLAA sites, 

rather than solely those already considered more suitable. 

2.32 That the concerns of the critical friend Appraisal were well founded is evident from 

GRB/001 with the site assessment matrix at part 3.1 of GRB/001 frequently stating that 

parts of parcels contribute more or less than others.   

2.33 For example, parcel 65 is assessed as having “low” suitability for development, however, 

this is purely due to the assessment against purpose 4; to preserve the character and 

special setting of historic towns.  This was due to the southernmost part of the parcel 

forming part of the Conservation Area.   

2.34 However, only a small portion of this parcel to the south and west of the railway line is 

within the Conservation Area; an assessment of individual sites within the parcel would 

likely conclude that parts of the parcel to the north and east of the railway line 

contribute nothing to purpose 4 and would more correctly be judged as an area of 

“high” suitability for development. 

2.35 An assessment of all SLAA sites would provide the evidence to enable a robust 

assessment of the entire Green Belt boundary within the district, consistent with the 

approach to Green Belt review set out in the NPPF.   GRB/001 fails to do this.   

2.36 Secondly, the Council’s site selection process.  The failure of GRB/001 to fully assess 

SLAA parcels has left assessment of individual sites to the Council’s site selection 

process.  However, this process has only been undertaken retrospectively in locations 
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where the Council are seeking to allocate sites, rather than allowing the review of the 

Green Belt to influence the quantity and location of sites selected for allocation.    

2.37 As a result, the process has been inconsistent and not considered all SLAA sites in an 

equal and proportionate way.  The Council is consequently unable to demonstrate that 

they have satisfied the NPPF paragraph 152 duty to pursue alternative options which 

reduce the environmental impacts of Green Belt release.   

2.38 Sites have been proposed for allocation in parcels with lower GRB/001 suitability scores 

without all development options within those parcels, or other parcels with the same 

suitability score having been fully assessed.   

2.39 Taking the example of Bishop’s Stortford, according to GRB/001, the ‘Bishop’s Stortford 

South’ allocation lies within parcel 71 which was judged to be of “low” suitability for 

development.  However, the site was subject to further assessment and is proposed for 

allocation on the basis that the imperative of meeting the district’s housing need brings 

into deliberation locations that may not otherwise have been considered suitable to be 

brought forward for development. 

2.40 This is despite there being land within parcels considered more suitable for Green Belt 

release, and smaller parts of parcels which do not serve the same function as the larger 

parcel, being available. 

2.41 For example, the Bishop’s Stortford green wedges.  GRB/001 sets out that they could be 

removed from the Green Belt and instead be protected by Local Policy given the low 

contribution they make to Green Belt purposes and the fact that they are effectively 

prevented from development due to the fact that they follow water bodies.   The parcels 

comprising these wedges are judged under GRB/001 to have equal or better suitability 

than the parcel containing ‘Bishop’s Stortford South’.     

2.42 However, the wedges have been discounted from consideration on the basis that they 

are integral to the character of the town (TPA/003).  No assessment of the character 

and role of the wedges has been undertaken and no consideration has been given at a 

site scale as to whether the release of sites within these areas in the SLAA would 

compromise the wedges’ character and role. 
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2.43 For example, the wedge comprising Green Belt parcel 65 includes a small triangle of land 

to the east of the railway line which does not serve the same purposes as the wider 

parcel in relation to the Green Belt or the Green Wedge.  Nor is it subject to flooding so 

this would not be a constraint. 

2.44 We consider that a robust and consistent evaluation of all Green Belt boundaries and all 

SLAA sites adjacent to sustainable settlements, will yield deliverable sites that would 

contribute to meeting the full OAN and providing a 5YHLS on adoption.   

 

Question 7 Are the boundaries appropriately defined having regard to GB purposes and the 

need to use readily recognisable physical features that are likely to be permanent? 

2.45 We do not consider the boundaries correctly drawn, specifically in relation to Bishop’s 

Stortford.  These boundaries could be amended so as to allow small amounts of infill 

development which do not fulfil the purposes of the Green Belt. 

2.46 We appreciate that the existence of sites which do not fulfil the purposes of the Green 

Belt does not amount to exceptional circumstances.  However, in this case, exceptional 

circumstances have been demonstrated.  As such, the Green Belt boundaries should be 

amended in accordance with paragraphs 83-85 of the NPPF.  This should include a 

comprehensive assessment of all of the Green Belt, including the consequences for 

sustainable development, whether it includes land which is necessary to keep open and 

having regard to recognisable and permanent physical features.   

2.47 Instead, the Green Belt has only been reviewed at locations the Council has selected for 

allocation, and not across the district which has led to the inner boundaries of the Green 

Belt being inappropriately defined.   

2.48 GRB/001 paragraph 2.6.5 states that inner boundaries are rarely considered and often 

form poor visual boundaries, unlikely to endure.  It recommends stronger, better 

defined features such as roads, railways, watercourses, woodland and strong tree belts.  

2.49 The submitted District Plan at Chapter 3; The Development Strategy sets out 9 guiding 

principles.  Guiding principle 4 is to wherever possible utilise readily available features 
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to provide clear and unambiguous Green Belt boundaries. 

2.50 Specifically in relation to the parcel 65, the inner boundary is poorly defined along its 

eastern edge.  It predominantly follows the railway which is a strong boundary, save for 

a small triangle of land between the railway and Dolphin Way.   

2.51 It would be logical and accord with guiding principle 4 and the NPPF, to follow the 

railway for the whole length, thereby incorporating SLAA site 01/007 into the 

development limits of Bishop’s Stortford.  SLAA site 01/007 does not fulfil the purposes 

of the Green Belt or Local Green Space and is more appropriately included within the 

development boundary.   

 

 


