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Matter 6, Planning and Environmental Constraints Week 2 

This matter will include consideration of landscape character, the Green Belt, Meaningful Gap, 

heritage, biodiversity, flooding and climate change at a strategic level. Relevant policies are 

therefore LP3, LP4, LP5 and those in LP chapter 10. The suitability of particular sites, or the 

application of such policies to managing development as opposed to guiding development 

strategically across the Borough, will fall to matters 9 and 10.    

Whilst consideration of individual sites will fall to matter 9, is the broad extent of the 

Meaningful Gap robustly evidenced [CD6/10], and the intended application of 

associated policy LP5 justified? How does the purpose of the Meaningful Gap differ to 

that of the Green Belt?  

1.1 This section addresses outstanding issues related to the Meaningful Gap Policy, first proposed 

through Policy NW19 (p49) of the 2011-2029 Core Strategy. This policy seeks to restrict 

development between Tamworth, Polesworth and Dordon, to maintain separation and protect the 

identities of these settlements. The adopted policy did not qualify the extent of the Meaningful 

Gap, which is now being proposed through Policy LP5 of the Proposed Submission Local Plan 

which seeks to clarify this matter further. 

 

1.2 RPS has a number of concerns with this policy approach, particularly in relation to the robustness 

of the Council’s evidence base in determining a meaningful gap between Tamworth, Polesworth 

and Dordon. and in particular how it relates to land west of the M42 (south of Tamworth Road) 

within the Meaningful Gap.  

 

Policy Basis for Meaningful Gap 

1.3 The original drafting of Core Strategy Policy NW19 sought to exclude all forms of development in 

the land between Tamworth, Polesworth and Dordon other than minor development. Although the 

Inspector found this policy sound in 2014, he did not agree with this blanket approach, indicating 

at paragraph 21 of his report that: 

 

“…I have seen no analysis of the landscape or any other evidence to support the 

presumption against anything other than minor development [in the Meaningful 

Gap]”…and that the blanket approach appeared “to conflict with the SA” 

 

1.4 Furthermore, at paragraph 20 of his report, he did recognise that the M42 divided the settlements 

of Tamworth (to the west of the M42), and Polesworth and Dordon (to the east of the M42).  

 

1.5 In response to the Inspector’s comments, the Council has prepared a Meaningful Gap 

Assessment (MGA) in 2015 (Appendix 1). This was considered by the Local Development 

Framework Sub-Committee (21 January 2015), which recommended at paragraph 1.1 “the 

identification and designation of the area that will constitute the “Meaningful Gap”, referred to in 

Policy NW19 of the current Core Strategy”.  The version of this document proposed before 

members included Taylor Wimpey’s site under a wider parcel of land identified as ‘Area 7’. This 

parcel of land follows the area of undeveloped land west of the M42, adjacent to the Stoneydelph 

area of Tamworth, connecting to the M42 services to the south. 

 

1.6 Paragraph 9.4 of the report (21 January 2015) set out that “The areas contributing least to the 

principle of a ‘Meaningful Gap’ are considered to be Areas 3, 4, 10, 5 and 7” and furthermore 
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stated at paragraph 9.6 that “The area therefore most likely to fall outside the remit of the 

Meaningful Gap term are Areas 7 and 5, immediately adjoining Tamworth Borough boundary… 

Their visual and physical relationships are considered closer to built development in Tamworth 

and the physical separation of Area 7 from the rest of the open areas above reduces its 

relationship with and contribution to the meaningful gap”. The minutes of the meeting resolved 

under item 6(b) “That Areas 5 and 7 are excluded from the Meaningful Gap and remain outside 

current Development Boundaries” 

 

1.7 A report was taken to the Planning and Development Board (15 June 2015) to “inform members 

on the responses of the consultation held between 29th January and 12th March 2015 on the 

designation of the area that will constitute the “Meaningful Gap”… and to consider any 

amendments to the designated area as a result of the consultation”.  A number of responses were 

received, specifically from Hodgetts Estates about considering the width of the gap. In response 

to this issue raised, the Council proposed to amend the Meaningful Gap report to “reflect greater 

weight being given to geographical proximity of existing development and the potential impact of 

future development on the gap in these areas”. The Council also “proposed that the northern part 

of Area 7 is the most critical in terms of where future development could result in the coalescence 

of the two settlements. It is therefore proposed that northern element of Area 7 (Area 7b1) should 

be included within the Meaningful Gap as a direct change/amendment to the original proposals 

following the consultation but the southern part, Area 7b, remain outside the meaningful gap” 

 

1.8 The decision was deferred by the Planning and Development Board for consideration by the Local 

Development framework Sub-Committee on 14 July 2015, where it was resolved under 2a. “That 

the Planning & Development Board be advised that Members generally support the Meaningful 

Gap. However, Members considered that Area 7b is a small but an important element of the gap 

and should be included within the Meaningful Gap”; and under 2b. That any housing 

developments within or adjoining our Borough should maximise the density achieved wherever 

possible”.   

 

1.9 The Council’s Planning and Development Board 10 August 2015 considered the report relating to 

the Meaningful Gap Assessment. The recommendation to the Board was “a) To consider the 

views of the LDF Sub-Committee; and b) To adopt the technical work to support the designation 

of the Meaningful Gap”. As set out on page 13 of the Minutes, it was resolved under 17.a. “That 

Areas 1, 2, 3, 6, 7a, 7b,8, 9 and 10 (part) are designated as the “Meaningful Gap” for the 

purposes of Core Strategy Policy NW19”. The site lies within Area 7a of the meaningful gap as 

included within the meaningful gap assessment.  

 

1.10 RPS considers that the Members of the Council have placed too much emphasis on this particular 

indicator (‘geographical proximity and the narrowness of the gap’). The decision made by the 

Council’s Planning and Development Board on 10 August 2015 with regard to Area 7 directly 

contradicts the earlier report considered by the LDF Sub Committee (on 21 January 2015). As 

referred to earlier, the report to the LDF Sub Committee stated at paragraph 9.4 of the report that 

“The areas contributing least to the principle of a ‘Meaningful Gap’ are considered to be Areas 3, 

4, 10, 5 and 7 (RPS emphasis).  

 

1.11 The decision to include Area 7 as a Meaningful Gap therefore contradicts this assessment and for 

the reasons expanded on in the Regulation 19 representations, the Council have been 

                                                           
1 This appears to be a typographical error as the northern area is referred to the Council on the map as ‘7a 



3 
 

inconsistent in allocating Area 4 and 5 as a housing allocation under policy H13 Land West of 

Robey’s Lane, adjacent Tamworth.   

 

1.12 The Council should reconsider the context of the surrounding landscape and what the impact 

would be in terms of landscape and amenity.  This view was reinforced as part of a recent 

planning appeal on Land South East of the M42 (included in our Regulation 19 representations) 

within land identified in the 2015 MGA under Area 9. As part of the appeal the Inspector 

recognised the status of the MGA as a material consideration but recognised that the starting 

point for the assessment is the adopted policy NW19 (paragraph 22 of the report refers). 

Importantly, the Inspector took the view of the Appellant that the appreciation of the gap is not 

only based on cartographic geography, but how it is perceived from potential viewpoints 

and nearby settlements. Based on the evidence in front of the Inspector, he concluded that the 

landscape character and proposed buffer would serve to respect the separate identities of the 

settlements and maintain a meaningful gap consistent with Policy NW19. 

 

1.13 Additionally, in a recent appeal decision the District at Pooley Lane, Polesworth, which was 

issued on 19 January 20183, the appeal site fell within the area proposed for the Meaningful Gap 

under emerging policy LP5.  The Inspector reasoned (paragraph 14 refers) that the site would not 

encroach into the Meaningful Gap or interject into the Countryside in a way which would 

undermine the identities of the individual settlements.  

 

1.14 Such an approach has very recently been endorsed by the Secretary of State (SoS) in an appeal 

decision in West Sussex on 16 March 2017. Here the SoS agreed with the Inspector (para 20) 

that such assessments of the impact of developments on Local Gaps must be based on 

landscape and visual impact assessments and the inter-visibility of the built up areas from within 

the gap4. The basis for the policy in respect of Area 7 does not conform to this landscape led 

assessment process. 

 

1.15 RPS considers that the Council should follow a similar assessment in the designation of areas 

within the Meaningful Gap. The evidence underpinning the Council’s current thinking on the 

Meaningful Gap is not robust and has not thoroughly considered relevant factors such as a 

qualitative assessment of land within the study area. The Council cannot therefore conclude that 

these development parcels are unsuitable and such evidence should carry less weight than a 

comprehensive qualitative assessment.  

 

1.16 As indicated below, evidence prepared by RPS and landscape consultants Randall Thorp indicate 

that the site does not contribute towards the Meaningful Gap and the site should be excluded 

from the proposals map associated with Policy LP5. 

 

Council’s Retrospective Evidence Base Assessment 

1.17 Having established the basis and extent of Policy LP5 and consulted on this through the 

Regulation 19 process and responses were duly made by 31 January 2018. Following this 

process, the Council produced its up-dated evidence base on this issue in the form of its 

Assessment of the Meaningful Gap and Potential Green Belt Alterations (CD 6/10).  This was 

dated January 2018 and published in February 2018 and representations were invited on this 

                                                           
2 APP/R3705/W/15/3136495 
3 APP/R3705/W/17/3179922 
4 Inspector’s Report paragraph 204 APP/D3830/W/14/2226987 
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document by the end of March 2018. RPS responded to this document.    

 

1.18 Given this process, it appears to a process whereby the evidence has clearly followed the policy 

formation and must raise serious questions over the robustness of the process and extent of the 

Meaningful Hap policy.   

 

1.19 The introduction of the Council’s Assessment states that the purpose of the study is to ‘determine 

whether each parcel fulfils the objectives of the Meaningful Gap designation, and whether they 

have the potential to serve the purposes of Green Belt, as defined in the National Planning 

Policy Framework (NPPF)’.  Detailed observations were made on this work, by Taylor Wimpey’s 

Landscape Consultants Randall Thorpe.  Given the uncertainty regarding the Regulation 19 

process, these observations are appended to this EiP statement at Appendix 2.  

 

1.20 In summary, the January 2018 Meaningful Gap assessment concludes that the parcel of land 

containing the Appeal site (Parcel 7) is a crucial part of the gap between Tamworth and 

Polesworth/Dordon, which performs strongly in terms of providing a buffer and sense of 

separation (paragraph 3.12, bullet 5 refers). The summary also makes reference to the impact on 

the smaller settlement of Birchmoor as part of this assessment, even though this particular 

settlement has not been previously introduced as a settlement of interest for the purposes of the 

Meaningful Gap. The review provided at Appendix 2 indicates that the Council’s new evidence 

document has been undertaken using a flawed methodology, and the conclusions set out are 

therefore disputed.  

 

1.21 An issue for this Examination is RPS/Randall Thorp’s view that the Council’s Assessment 

misinterprets the objectives of policy NW19 and, as part of a qualitative assessment of perceived 

separation, overvalues the perception of separation between Tamworth and the small settlement 

of Birchmoor which is located within the Meaningful Gap. This is not an objective of policy NW19. 

The Assessment also fails to consider what the existing character of each key settlement 

addressed by policy NW19 is (Tamworth, Polesworth/Dordon), and therefore no consideration is 

given to whether there would be an effect on the identities of these settlements as a result of 

development of any land parcel. This is an objective of policy NW19 and should be given weight 

in considering whether land should be included in the Meaningful Gap.  

 

Randall Thorp’s Assessment 

1.22 Randall Thorp on behalf of TW has prepared a Landscape Position Statement (Appendix 3) 

which considers the position to date, taking a view on the cumulative evidence base and the 

consistency with Policy NW19. As part of this statement, the potential effects of development has 

been considered both in terms of quantitative and qualitative effects on the separate identities of 

Tamworth and Polesworth/Dordon, and the Meaningful Gap between them.  

 

1.23 The assessment has identified that character of the settlement of Tamworth is such that the town 

has greater potential to be able to accommodate appropriately designed new development 

without adversely affecting the identity of the settlement.  

  

1.24 A quantitative assessment has established that while there would be a reduction in the width of 

the Meaningful Gap as a result of development, a physical gap would remain between Tamworth 

and Polesworth. The eastern extents of the gap in the vicinity of the Site would be defined by a 

strong and permanent boundary in the form of the M42.  
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1.25 The qualitative assessment has established that the Site provides a limited contribution to the 

Meaningful Gap in its current undeveloped state. No viewpoints have been identified where the 

Site is critical to maintaining perceived separation between the settlements of Tamworth and 

Polesworth.  

 

1.26 While the development of the Site would reduce the physical width of the Meaningful Gap along a 

key movement route along the B5000 between the settlements of Tamworth and Polesworth, the 

lack of visibility of the Site from this key movement route ensures that there would be almost no 

change in the visual journey along the route. The integrity of the Meaningful Gap would be 

retained. From all other assessed viewpoints it has been established that there would be no 

adverse effect on the identity of Tamworth as a result of development on the appeal Site, and 

there would be no perceived coalescence between Tamworth and Polesworth.  

 

1.27 Whilst in RPS view the integrity of the gap would be retained, respect the separate identities of 

Polesworth and Dordon and maintain a meaningful gap between them, it simply cannot comply 

with Criterion 3 of the policy, which states that: 

 

All new development within this gap should be small in scale and not intrude visually into 

the gap or physically reduce the size of the gap. 

 

1.28 Overall, this process and assessment work demonstrates that the extent of Policy LP5 in relation 

to Core Strategy Policy NW19 is not sound and areas of the land identified on the Proposals Map 

are not required to fulfil the purpose of maintaining a Meaningful Gap under CS Policy NW19 to 

maintain the separate identities of Polesworth and Dordon and Tamworth. The solution is the site 

is excluded from Policy LP5 or at the very least Criterion 3 is deleted from the policy.  

 

1.29 As currently drafted, this policy is poorly worded and ambiguous, leading the suggestion in in the 

first instance that small scape development could come forward, yet it also implies that 

development that would reduce the physical size of the gap will be prevented. These two 

statements are incongruous and will only serve to restrict any development in the gap. maintains 

that this clause should be removed altogether. 

 

1.30 In addition to this assessment, Randall Thorp has undertaken a separate assessment of the 

Appeal site as part of a Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment (LVIA) submitted as part of the 

application. The Council’s consultants provided a response to this (Appendix 4), which also 

touched upon the impact on the Meaningful Gap. This report further draws on the point that 

development in this location would narrow the gap between the settlements, however importantly, 

this assessment has not undertaken a robust qualitative assessment to inform this position. This 

point has been made in the Randall Thorp rebuttal to the Council’s response (Appendix 5), which 

presents a rounded view of the contributing factors to the Meaningful Gap and why the appeal site 

is consistent with the purposes of the gap and should be excluded from the Council’s proposals 

map for emerging Policy LP5.  
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Appendix 1 

Meaningful Gap Assessment 2015 

 



  

1. Meaningful Gap Assessment 

 Introduction 

1.1 The Borough Council believes that the designation of a gap between 
 Tamworth and Polesworth/Dordon is essential to help shape the future 
 settlement pattern and protect current settlement identity, so that new 
 employment land and new homes can be accommodated, between 2011 and 
2029, but in ways which will avoid the coalescence of the settlements and loss 
of settlement identity.   

 
1.2 The principle of a meaningful gap has been established through the Council’s 

Core Strategy, which has recently been adopted (October 2014). The 
Inspector accepted the need for maintaining a gap between Tamworth and 
Polesworth/Dordon, requiring the maintenance of a “meaningful gap” between 
the settlements in Policy NW19.  This document draws upon existing policy 
and other background information for evaluating the requirement and 
justification for what constitutes a “meaningful gap” policy in the Council’s 
Core Strategy, for consultation and inclusion in the Site Allocations Plan. 

 
1.3 The aims of the paper are to: 

1. Define what is meant by the term “meaningful gap”; and 
2. Provide background information about their planning benefits.  

 
1.4 This is done by; 

 providing a framework for the identification of the “meaningful gap” 
areas.  

 providing justification for the “meaningful gap” policy in the Core 
Strategy.  

 
1.5 This assessment identifies potential boundaries for the “Meaningful Gap” 

areas for the Core Strategy and for inclusion in the Site Allocations 
Development Plan. 

 
2. Gap Designations 
 
2.1 Gaps are spatial planning tools designed to shape the pattern of settlements, 

they are not countryside protection or landscape designations.  They 
command wide public support and have been used with success in previous 
strategic plans to influence the settlement pattern.  Nationally the most 
significant application of policy to maintain settlement separation and avoid 
coalescence is Green Belt Policy.  Gaps can have other positive aspects: in 
retaining open land adjacent to urban areas which can be used for 
new/enhanced recreation and other green infrastructure purposes. 

 
2.2 Previous National Guidance (in PPS’s and PPG’s) on gaps and green wedges 

has subsequently been revoked but the rationale for a meaningful gap has 



therefore been established over many years as a principle in planning and 
there are some overlaps with Green Belt policy and purposes. 

 
2.3 This guidance introduced the idea that new development should not 

significantly diminish the extent of a gap, thus allowing for small-scale 
changes but maintaining a core area for protection to prevent coalescence of 
settlements and maintain their identity.  The Core Strategy Inspectors term of 
“meaningful gap” in Policy NW19 is intended to apply this approach. A gap 
should also be a contiguous, uninterrupted, integral whole to be a ‘meaningful 
gap’ and not broken or split/partially subdivided by significant development. 

 
2.4 Landscape quality/amenity can also contribute towards determining which 

areas of meaningful gap are most sensitive and should preferably contribute 
towards supplying the specific area that constitutes the meaningful gap. 

 
2.5 There is a potential overlap between the application of a meaningful gap and 

Green Belt designation, which is in the area of preventing the coalescence of 
settlements.  However, the Inspector in the Core Strategy Inquiry did not 
consider extending the Green Belt to cover the open area between Tamworth 
and Polesworth/Dordon.  The NPPF notes that new areas of Green Belt 
should only be established in exceptional circumstances.  The Borough 
Council did not consider any changes to the Green Belt and until such a time 
that a full assessment can be made this is not considered applicable at this 
time.  

 
3. Current Policy 
 
3.1 The adopted Core Strategy Adoption Policy NW19 refers to the provision of a 

“Meaningful Gap” between Polesworth/Dordon and Tamworth, to maintain the 
separation between the settlements and respect their separate identities.  

 
NW19 Polesworth & Dordon 
 
The broad location of growth will be to the south and east of the 
settlements subject to there being no unacceptable environmental 
impacts from surface mining and that viable and practicable coal 
reserves are safeguarded. 

 
Any development to the west of Polesworth & Dordon must respect the 
separate identities of Polesworth and Dordon and Tamworth and 
maintain a Meaningful Gap between them. 

 
3.2 This policy links to the positive management and enhancement of the 

environment of the urban fringe covered by such designation.  It reflects the 
Spatial Vision for the Borough relating to the Borough’s rural character; “The 
rural character of North Warwickshire will be retained and reinforced to ensure 
that when entering the Borough it is distinctive from the surrounding urban 
areas.” 

 



3.3 There are, however, a number of other pressures impacting on this area in 
policy terms as follows; 
 The emerging Tamworth Local Plan indicates a significant level of 

growth in both housing and employment that may not be able to be 
accommodated solely within its current boundaries.  Policy SP1, The 
Spatial Strategy for  Tamworth, indicates that a minimum of 2000 
homes and 14 ha of employment  land will need to be found outside of 
the borough to meet their needs.  Some of the development pressure 
may be met through redevelopment of the Golf Course site but this will 
not be sufficient to address the full need sought.  

 
 Under the Duty to Co-operate, North Warwickshire has a legal duty to 

engage constructively, actively and on an ongoing basis to maximise 
the effectiveness of Local Plan preparation in the context of strategic 
cross boundary matters. The duty to cooperate is not a duty to agree. 
But local planning authorities should make every effort to secure the 
necessary cooperation on strategic cross boundary matters before they 
submit their Local Plans for examination. This inevitably brings 
additional pressure in how this duty can be complied, how any agreed 
potential development accommodation from Tamworth should be 
delivered and how to maintain the Meaningful Gap required in Policy 
NW19. 

 
 The Tamworth Future Development and Infrastructure Study 2009, 

which was jointly commissioned with North Warwickshire BC and 
Lichfield DC, identified potential sites immediately adjoining 
Tamworth’s boundary.  The Study indicated that these sites, forming 
option D in the study, performed reasonably well over a range of 
sustainability indicators although significant off-site highway works may 
be necessary.  The study indicates a net potential of 1367 units in site 
E immediately adjoining the Tamworth Boundary and 2738 units 
immediately west of Polesworth/Dordon, site D.  It should be noted that 
North Warwickshire Borough Council did not support the final findings, 
which predate the NPPF and the Duty to Co-operate. 

 
 
4. Description of Area under assessment 

4.1 The Area for assessment covers a distinctive area of land currently separating 
Tamworth from the settlements of Polesworth, Dordon, Birchmoor and 
Freasley.  The latter two small hamlets lie within the area or gap, which also 
contains the M42 motorway subdividing the gap into east and west elements 
and further cut by the A5 and B5000 transport corridors/roads.  

 
4.2 The area stretches from the current Green Belt boundary to the south of 

Tamworth and Freasley, where the current Freight Branch line to Birch 
Coppice Business Park and Birmingham Intermodal Freight Terminal (BIFT) 
 runs and up to the West Coast Main Line, which forms a clear northern 
boundary/limit to the Gap.  It is bordered to the east by the former Birch 
Coppice Spoil Tip (now landscaped/planted), Polesworth and Dordon 



settlements up to Pooley Park/Alvecote Pools SSSI, and to the west by 
Tamworth built development from Centurion Park on the A5/M42 Junction 10 
up to the Tamworth Golf Course, Alvecote Marina.  This area is shown in 
Appendix 1. 

 
5. Infrastructure Constraints within Area of assessment 
 
5.1 The area is subdivided by some significant transport and utility service 

infrastructure assets and constraints, including the following; 
1) M42 which runs north to south through the area, centrally in the top half 

and along the western boundary at the southern half of the area. 
2) A5 and Junction 10 of the M42, running east to west in the southern third 

of the area 
3) B5000, main northern route to Tamworth from Polesworth/Dordon, in the 

northern third of the area 
4) High Pressure Gas Pipeline. This is underground and therefore not 

visible but applies a significant constraint to potential development, with 
a significant buffer zone approximately 80m either side of the pipeline,  
applied by the HSE (known as the Inner Zone or “IZ”), to 
maintain/protect access to service/maintain the pipeline. This travels 
south to north through the centre of the eastern half of the site 
approximately parallel with the M42 route.  The Middle and Outer Zones 
will not restrict development unless this is fairly high density residential 
or other development with a high level of public use and access. See 
Map Appendix 2 

5) HS2 “Y” Route. At this stage the route is still only proposed, awaiting a 
formal announcement by the Secretary of State as well as Parliamentary 
Approval.  The route closely follows the M42 travelling from the south 
west to north east corners of the area, with the greatest potential impact 
on the area from Junction 10 to Pooley Park, impacting on some of the 
more sensitive landscapes within this area. See Map Appendix 2 

 
5.2 The presence of and potential for impact on the gap by the significant 

infrastructure constraints must be considered. The potential impact (or lack of 
impact) from  these infrastructure constraints on the 10 areas is shown in Map 
Appendix 4  

 
6. Landscape Constraints 

6.1 The North Warwickshire Landscape Character Assessment (LCA) has 
undertaken a Landscape Sensitivity assessment of land immediately adjoining 
the settlement boundaries of the main settlements in North Warwickshire.  
The relevant areas included in that assessment and affecting the meaningful 
gap are included in Appendix 8, which is an extract from the LCA. In summary 
this indicates the land immediately adjoining the western boundary of 
Dordon/Polesworth (between the A5 and B5000 corridors) as moderate 
sensitivity and the land further to the north west boundary of Polesworth, 
between the settlement and Pooley Lane (along the canal/river valley corridor) 
as of higher sensitivity in landscape terms. 

 



6.2 The Warwickshire County Council Landscape Guidelines (published first in 
1990) identify the area as falling within the “Arden Landscape”.  The 
guidelines offer guidance to landowners, farmers, planners, developers, road 
engineers, foresters, ecologists and landscape architects on how 
development and modern land management practices can best be integrated 
into the landscape.  They define areas of strong landscape character and 
areas where a concerted effort is required to enhance areas of degradation to 
help conserve the diversity and beauty of Warwickshire’s Landscapes.  

 
6.3 The Landscape Assessment and Guidelines are being reviewed and currently 

indicate the area covered by the gap to constitute ‘Open Field Landscapes’ 
and part of the “Industrial Arden”.  This is described as a variable, rather 
fragmented urban fringe landscape characterised by mining settlements, spoil 
heaps and pockets of both pastoral and arable farmland.  This is a landscape 
often dominated by the proximity of urban and industrial land, including 
housing estates, commercial development, factories, former mines and 
quarries. Roads, railways, canals and pylons are also common features.  

 
6.4 Although farmland makes up a significant proportion of the landscape, much 

may have, poorly managed, intermittent hedgerows or significant enlarged 
fields, where hedgerow removal to enable more efficient arable cropping has 
occurred.  Areas of farmland are typically surrounded on two or more sides by 
urban development, which may not be well defined.  The assessment also 
notes that “the undulating nature of the landform often allows views from one 
mining settlement to another, reinforcing the settled community character of 
the landscape.  The description above of the Industrial Arden and Open Field 
Landscape clearly reflects the character of the area under consideration as a 
“Meaningful Gap”. 

 
7. Landscape and Heritage sensitivity 
 
7.1 In order to start identifying the most appropriate area to designate as a 

“Meaningful Gap” it would be appropriate to identify those areas sensitive in 
landscape terms in addition to contributing to maintaining the gap between the 
settlements.  

 
7.2 The area has been broken down into 10 discrete areas. Each is 

divided/separated from each other by significant Transport infrastructure 
(M42/A5 etc) or landscape and settlement features (canal, woodlands, spoil 
tip, small settlements eg Birchmoor/Freasley or existing commercial or 
residential development).  These areas are identified on Map Appendix 3 and 
Photomontage of the areas in Appendix 6.   

 
7.3 In addition, the presence of Heritage assets is noted, such as Scheduled 

Ancient Monuments, Listed buildings or other non-statutory buildings or sites 
noted as of local value in either the Borough’s Historic Environment 
Assessment or Warwickshire County Council’s historic  (where 
known/available) records.  The Borough Council’s Landscape Character 
Assessment (LCA) and the County’s Arden Landscape Guidelines have been 



used to help identify the most sensitive landscape areas and are noted in the 
following assessments where relevant/appropriate. 



8. Assessment Tables and Recommendations 
 
8.1 The following tables list the assessment of sensitivity, identifies any known constraints and the presence of 

property/development within the areas assessed as relevant and appropriate. The findings/impacts are displayed using a 
Traffic Light Sensitivity assessment, Red = High Sensitivity/High Impact, Amber= Moderate Sensitivity/Impact , Green = Low 
Sensitivity/Impact. 

 

 
Area 1) Land immediately 
west of Polesworth along the 
river/canal corridor  
 See Appendix 5. 
 

 Landscape: Noted as Area C in the LCA, identified as of high sensitivity in 
landscape terms. An open river flood plain and canal corridor, with steep, treed 
escarpment to the west, leading to open farm land and a former colliery site now 
significantly landscaped and planted. 

 

◙ 

 

 Heritage: This corridor adjoins a number of heritage assets including Pooley Hall 
(Grade 2*), Polesworth Bridge (Grade 2), the former North Warwickshire Colliery at 
Pooley, now Pooley Park and Heritage Centre, includes part of the Coventry Canal 
and associated structures. 

 

◙ 

 Infrastructure: North West corner of site affected by HS2 route and presence of 
HP gas pipeline. 

 

◙ 

 Properties: No significant properties in the area. Closely adjoins built area of 
Polesworth to south and east. 

 

◙ 

 Environmental Constraints: Area affected significantly by Flood Zones 2 and 3 
along Anker River. Agricultural land classification 3. 

◙ 

Recommendation – Include as part of the “Meaningful Gap” due to higher sensitivity to development impact and loss and effect 
of environmental and heritage constraints. 

 
 



 
Area 2) Land west of 
Polesworth, between the 
Coventry Canal, Pooley Lane 
and M42 
See Appendix 5. 
 

 Landscape: Area of large open fields with some remnant hedgerows to the west. 
Visible along Pooley Lane, the highest part of this area, with views towards 
Tamworth/Golf Course boundary and Polesworth to the south and east.  Land 
drops from Pooley Lane down to the M42 which lies partially within a cutting at this 
point, opening out as it travels north past Pooley Park, over the canal and River 
Anker.  To the east the area slopes sharply down to the canal and river, with 
significant mature tree/hedgerow field boundaries.  Development would have 
significant visual impact on views and outlook to and from Polesworth. The 
southernmost field area, immediately adjoining the recent development at the 
Lynch off Pooley Lane, is partially screened by tree and scrub growth on the steep 
slope above the canal at this point.  This may help minimise development impact 
potential on this part of the area but development would still be visible from 
Polesworth (See photos).  This heavily treed slope/escarpment rising from the river 
valley and canal forms a significant visual landscape border and barrier to the west 
of Polesworth that would be sensitive to development particularly along the ridge 
line. 

◙ 

 Heritage: The area also includes some significant heritage assets including Pooley 
Hall Listed Grade 2*, the miners war memorial from Pooley Colliery, the Pooley 
Park former colliery site, heritage centre and former wharves at Pooley Park and 
the Coventry Canal. 

 

◙ 

 Infrastructure: The high pressure gas pipeline cuts through the centre of the site 
and adjoins the route of the M42 and the proposed route of HS2, restricting the 
potential for development without impacting on one or other of these significant 
infrastructure assets. 

 

◙ 

 Properties: There are industrial units adjoining the Park, based in and converted 
from the old former mining buildings.  The area includes the Heritage Centre at 
Pooley Park to the north east and adjoins some limited, sporadic residential 
developments to the south along the B5000 and off Pooley Lane. 

◙ 



 Environmental Constraints: Pooley Park to the north is partly a SSSI in 
favourable condition. Agricultural land classification 3. 

◙ 

Recommendation – Include as part of the “Meaningful Gap” due to higher sensitivity to development impact and effect of 
potential infrastructure constraints. 

 
 

 
Area 3) Land west of M42 at 
Polesworth and Robeys Lane. 
See Appendix 5 photos Nos 1 
to 20. 
 

 Landscape: Area of open rolling arable fields with some remnant hedgerows, 
ponds and isolated tree copses, which levels out to the north and east. Significant 
views across to north and north east. Land rises to south. This area also includes 
Alvecote wood, recently awarded the best small woodland in England in the Royal 
Forestry Society Best of England awards 2014. Pooley Country Park, landscaped 
former colliery lies to the north 

 

◙ 

 

 Heritage: Pooley Country Park (landscaped former colliery), the Coventry Canal 
and Alvecote Priory, which is a Scheduled Ancient Monument and listed grade 2, 
all lie within the northern part of the area. 

 

◙ 

 

 Infrastructure: Site not significantly impacted by any proposed or existing 
infrastructure constraints. 

 

◙ 

 

 Properties: Area contains a commercial stable and farm buildings. 
 
 

◙ 

 Environmental Constraints: Alvecote Wood is a designated local wildlife site and 
ancient woodland. Pooley Country Park includes a significant area of SSSI 
designation. Agricultural land classification 3a and 3b. 

◙ 

 

Recommendation – Include as part of the “Meaningful Gap” due to higher sensitivity of landscape to development and 
environmental impact. 



 
 

 
Area 4) Land immediately 
adjoining Tamworth’s north 
eastern boundary, alongside 
the Golf Course potential 
development site, west of 
Robey’s Lane, north of Priory 
Park Kart Circuit but south of 
West Coast Main Line 
(WCML). 
See Appendix 5 photos Nos 
1 to 20. 
 

 Landscape: Top two thirds of the site is highly visible rolling open countryside, with 
few field boundaries.  Views to north and east are extensive and the land rises to the 
centre of the site/fields before dropping down to Alvecote marina.  Development on 
this area would be highly visible and constitute a significant visual impact on the 
open countryside in this area.  
There is currently a fairly strong treed/hedgerow boundary along the western Golf 
Course border of this area, which helps screen and minimise the visual impact of 
potential development areas on the golf course.   

◙ 

 Heritage: Includes Alvecote Marina on the Coventry Canal, former coal wharves and 
dock.  Adjoins Alvecote Priory Remains, Scheduled monument and listed grade 2 to 
north east. 

◙ 

 Infrastructure: Site not significantly impacted by any proposed or existing 
infrastructure constraints 

 

◙ 

 Properties: The area includes Woodhouse Farm and commercial units to the south 
and Alvecote Marina and Pub to the north, alongside a number of residential 
properties within large grounds. 

◙ 

 Environmental Constraints: Site not significantly impacted by any environmental 
constraints or designations. Agricultural land classification 2 and 3b. Site includes 
some areas of very good quality agricultural land. 

◙ 

Recommendation – Include as part of the “Meaningful Gap” due to landscape sensitivity and development impact. Note presence 
of very good quality agricultural land. 
 
 



 
Area 5) Land immediately 
adjoining Tamworth’s 
eastern boundary, north of 
B5000, south of Woodhouse 
Farm of approximately 
19.5ha. See Appendix 5 
photos Nos 1 to 20. 
 

 Landscape: This area contains the Tamworth Priory Park Karting circuit and open 
arable pasture, screened with mature hedge banks and treed boundaries along the 
southern, south eastern and western edges.  The site area lies close to existing 
residential and commercial development in Tamworth to the south and west 
respectively.  The site drops to the north east and adjoins Tamworth Golf Course with 
mature tree screened boundaries.   

 

◙ 

 Heritage: There are no significant heritage constraints or designations affecting this 
area. 

◙ 

 Infrastructure: Site not significantly impacted by any proposed or existing 
infrastructure constraints.  The site could potentially be accessed from the adjoining 
golf course redevelopment site or access onto the B5000 or via Robey’s Lane. 

◙ 

 Properties: This area contains the Tamworth Priory Park Karting circuit.  The site 
adjoins Tamworth Golf Course, which is currently under investigation as a potential 
development area for Tamworth’s needs.  

◙ 

 Environmental Constraints: There are no significant environmental constraints or 
designations affecting this area.  Agricultural land classification of grade 2, very good 
quality agricultural land, but currently partly in leisure/recreation use (former Priory 
Park circuit). 

◙ 

Recommendation – Do not include as part of the “Meaningful Gap” but note presence of very good quality agricultural land. 
 
 



 
Area 6) Land between 
Birchmoor to the south, 
B5000 to north, Polesworth 
to east and M42 to west 
along Hermitage Road. 
See Appendix 5 photos No’s 
25 to 32 
 
 

 Landscape: Rolling open arable fields with some mature tree’d hedgerows around 
farms on the site of former colliery and tram way to Polesworth and canal basin.  The 
presence of these industrial heritage assets reflects the former land uses.  The 
topography drops from Birchmoor then rises as it approaches the B5000 before 
dropping sharply to the highway.  This results in significant views to the north east, 
east and north, with more restricted views to the west across the M42 and towards 
the margins of Tamworth.  Development on the higher areas of this site would have 
a significant visual impact both on the site itself and on views into the site area.   

 

◙ 

 Heritage: Presence of former colliery site and tramway reflects local industrial 
heritage.  No designated assets. 

 

◙ 

 Infrastructure: The high pressure gas pipeline cuts through the centre of the site 
and adjoins the route of Hermitage Road. HS2 “Y” route also cuts through the north-
west third of the site, alongside the M42.  This limits the potential for development 
without impacting on one or other of these significant infrastructure assets.  

 

◙ 

 Properties: Site of former colliery now a farm and small commercial units.  Area 
adjoins Birchmoor hamlet/settlement to south, which served the former colliery. 

 

◙ 

 Environmental Constraints: Site not significantly impacted by any environmental 
constraints or designations.  Agricultural land classification 3. 

◙ 

Recommendation – Include as part of the “Meaningful Gap” due to landscape sensitivity to development impact. Note also 
impact of potential infrastructure constraints (HS2 and HP Gas pipeline). 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Area 7) Land south of 
B5000, immediately adjoining 
Tamworth Boundary, west of 
the M42 and bordered by the 
service station and Industrial 
estate, Relay Park to the 
south. 
See Appendix 5 photos Nos 
21 to 24. 
 

 Landscape: The land is primarily flat, arable pastureland, split into a number of 
fields with small hedgerows and fences delineating them and more substantial, 
mature hedges and tree’d boundaries around the whole site, particularly to the west 
which also includes a pedestrian/cycle access route providing access into the 
adjoining residential areas in Stonydelph.  There are some views out of the site 
towards the north and east across the M42, but views into the site are limited and 
restricted by the screening from existing boundary hedge and trees, the presence of 
some development within the site and the existing commercial and residential 
developments to the south and west. This is an “urban fringe” area, constrained 
physically by development (M42, Relay Park Industrial estate, Westfields housing) 
and with strong clearly defined physical boundaries. Its visual and physical 
relationship is primarily with Stoneydelph/Tamworth. 

◙ 

 Heritage: There are no significant heritage constraints or designations affecting this 
area. 

◙ 

 Infrastructure: The main constraint is likely to be the potential impact of the HS2”Y” 
route, which cuts the south eastern corner of the site and housing at Westfields after 
cutting through the commercial estate and service station area.  At Westfields the 
route crosses over the M42 leaving the majority of the northern two thirds (29ha) of 
the site less impacted by HS2. 

◙ 

 Properties: The area including the sports ground and facilities on Tamworth Road, 
a small area of housing west of Birchmoor (Westfields) and the M42 overbridge and 
is approximately 35ha in area.  The area immediately adjoins the main built up 
settlement area of Stonydelph, Tamworth to the west.  Retention or replacement of 
sports facilities/playing fields likely to be required. 

◙ 

 Environmental Constraints: There are no natural, environment or ecological 
designations affecting the site. Agricultural land classification a mix of 2, 3a and 3b.  
Site includes some areas of very good quality agricultural land. 

◙ 

Recommendation – Do not include as part of the “Meaningful Gap” but note presence of very good quality agricultural land and 
recreational facilities to north. Note also impact of potential infrastructure constraints (HS2) on southern part of area. 
 



 

 
Area 8) Land south of 
Birchmoor Road and Green 
lane, North of A5, bordered by 
the M42 to the west and 
Dordon to the east. 
See Appendix 5 photos Nos 
33 to 65. 
 

 Landscape: Large open arable fields, typical industrial style agriculture, rising 
gently to the north and Birchmoor, with most hedgerows removed and some limited 
remnant tree copses.  Some planting and tree screening along the south western 
and south eastern boundaries where the site adjoins the M42 and the former 
ambulance station.  Little landscape value. Indicated as of moderate sensitivity in 
the LCA.  The open nature of the site and hard boundary edge to the east with 
Dordon and the Secondary school providing the backdrop means development on 
this site would be highly visible, particularly from the A5 and Dordon.  This area 
forms the most obvious potential for maintaining a “Meaningful Gap” between the 
settlements of Tamworth and Dordon with the clear boundaries provided by the 
M42 to the west and Dordon built edge to the east.  Development along the 
eastern edge may also provide the opportunity for softening the urban edge 
through appropriate landscaping. 

◙ 

 Heritage; There may be some heritage assets along the route of the A5, the 
roman Watling Street, on the site of the former Hall End Hall and the Industrial 
heritage linked to a former Tramway within the site related to Birch Coppice 
Colliery. 

◙ 

 Infrastructure; The high pressure gas pipeline cuts centrally through this site, 
which reduces the potential for development.  

◙ 

 Properties: There are a limited number of residential properties north of the A5 at 
Hall End Villas. Area 8 also adjoins or contains part of the small settlement of 
Birchmoor.  To maintain the separation of Birchmoor and avoid encroachment from 
Tamworth it is considered appropriate to include all the land around the settlement.  
This area also currently provides sport and recreation assets/fields linked to the 
primary and secondary Schools immediately adjoining the main Dordon settlement 
built up area to the east.  An opportunity exists for enhancing this provision, which 
could include some associated development and landscaping to soften the harder, 
urban edge of the settlement in landscape terms. 

◙ 

 Environmental Constraints: There are no natural environment or ecological 
designations affecting the site.  Agricultural land classification 3. 

◙ 



Recommendation – Include as part of the “Meaningful Gap” due to development impact on open landscape. Note also significant 
impact of infrastructure constraints (HP Gas pipeline). There is a clear character link between this area and the open areas 7 and 
9 to the north and south, forming an uninterrupted, continuous open area, forming and integral whole meaningful gap. 
 

 
Area 9) Land south of the A5, 
with the M42 and Junction 10 
to the west, the Spoil tip to the 
east and up to Freasley 
hamlet in the south. 
See Appendix 5 photos Nos 
33 to 65. 

 Landscape: Similar to area 8 this is primarily open arable land with much of the 
original field boundaries and hedgerows removed.  The land is flat and open, 
visible form the A5 and partially from the west (along Trinity Road).  Towards the 
south the older more historic field boundaries still exist, around Freasley, and 
reflect the Arden Landscape more prevalent to the south, including smaller fields 
with wooded and hedged boundaries and small remnant woodlands and copses.  
The Spoil Tip to the east forms a significant landscape and development 
barrier/boundary and the allotments to the north east are identified as a Site 
Allocations development opportunity. 

◙ 

 Heritage: Similar to Area 8 there may be unknown heritage remains/assets relating 
to the roman road, Watling Street, along the northern boundary.  Western 
boundary also close to/adjoining Freasley Hall and associated structures, and Yew 
House, listed Grade 2 and Common Land along ‘The Green’.. 

◙ 

 Infrastructure: This area is cut centrally by the high pressure gas pipeline, which 
limits significantly the potential for development to the east and west.  There may 
be some opportunity to “round off” the current employment allocation at/on the 
allotments to the west of Birch Coppice access and immediately north of the Spoil 
Tip/ south of Nos 15 to 18, Hall End Cottages, Watling Street, as long as this does 
not extend into or impact upon the Inner Buffer Zone area of the high pressure gas 
pipeline.    

◙ 

 Properties: There are few buildings within the site apart from a number of 
residential properties immediately south of the A5 at Hall End Cottages, adjoining 
the allotments to the east.  

◙ 

 Environmental Constraints: There are no natural, environment or ecological 
designations affecting the site. Agricultural land classification 3. 

◙ 



Recommendation – Include as part of the “Meaningful Gap” due to development impact on open landscape. Note also significant 
impact of infrastructure constraints (HP Gas pipeline).  Some limited potential for development alongside the adjoining, allocated 
Allotments site west of Birch Coppice. 

 
Area 10) The settlement of 
Freasley , including land 
immediately adjoining and to 
the south of the settlement. 
See Appendix 5 and 
Photomontage Appendix 7. 

 Landscape: This area forms an attractive access corridor through the hamlet of 
Freasley, with mature trees and hedgerows along the roads, field boundaries and 
copses around the settlement reflecting the historic Arden landscape, surrounded by 
more industrial agriculture in the form of more modern, open arable fields stretching 
up to the A5 and alongside the spoil tip.  The area is fairly flat and well screened 
from Trinity Road to the west.  This forms a small remnant of Arden Landscape, 
which would be extremely sensitive to the impact of major development.  Minor 
development of a residential nature may be possible within and on the margins of 
Freasley, without significantly impacting on any meaningful gap. 

◙ 

 Heritage: There are numerous heritage assets,(Listed Buildings) in Freasley, 
including Yew House, Sycamore Cottage, Freasley Hall and associated structures 
from the late 1600’s to mid 1700’s, which contribute to the character of this area. The 
remaining properties are predominantly late 19C or 20C era. The settlement also 
includes an area of Commons Land along The Green. 

◙ 

 Infrastructure: The high pressure gas pipeline cuts through the eastern half of the 
site. Trinity Road, the M42 (and proposed HS2 route to the west of the M42) and the 
Freight Branch line to Birch Coppice to the south form strong transport infrastructure 
boundaries, which along with the Spoil Tip separate this area from the surrounding 
landscape, including residential development to the west (Tamworth) and 
commercial development to the east (Birch Coppice and BIFT). 

◙ 

 Properties: Apart from the hamlet itself there is a large garden centre located on the 
south west corner of this area where the land rises towards the south west and 
Trinity Road.  A farm which includes some commercial uses lies to the south east of 
the area, alongside Birch Coppice. 

◙ 

 Environmental Constraints: There are no significant environmental constraints or 
designations affecting this area. Agricultural land classification 3. 

◙ 



Recommendation – Include as part of the “Meaningful Gap” due to landscape and heritage sensitivity from development impact. 
Note also impact of infrastructure constraints (HP Gas pipeline). 



 

9. Conclusion 
 
9.1 In terms of landscape sensitivity the areas that are considered most sensitive 

to the potential impact of development are Areas 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 and 10. 
However, although Areas 8 and 9 are considered less sensitive in landscape 
terms they are considered more sensitive to the impact of development in 
view of their open aspect and constitute the main “Meaningful Gap” area 
between Tamworth, the M42 and the built areas of Dordon and Birch Coppice, 
along with Areas 2 and 6, which follow the broad, eastern corridor of the M42.  

 
9.2 These are also the areas most affected by infrastructure constraints with both 

HS2 “Y” Route and the High Pressure Gas Line and its associated Buffer 
Zone present.  This would appear to support the identification of this south 
west/north east corridor or gap as the main area of meaningful gap referred to 
in the Core Strategy Policy. Area 8 (and 6) also adjoins or contains part of the 
small settlement of Birchmoor and it is considered appropriate to include all 
the land around that settlement within the meaningful gap to maintain the 
identity and separation of Birchmoor and avoid encroachment from Tamworth, 
particularly as this settlement may be significantly impacted by the route of 
HS2 in the future. This area also contributes significantly to a contiguous, 
integral area that would constitute a ‘meaningful gap’.  

 
9.3 Nevertheless, the southern boundary of Area 2 has small infill plots and areas 
 immediately  adjoining the main built up areas of Polesworth/Dordon off the 
 B5000, west of Pooley Lane that may not contribute significantly to the 
 principle of a Meaningful Gap and small scale very limited development may 
 be able to be accommodated. 
 
9.4 The areas contributing least to the principle of a ’Meaningful Gap’ are 
 considered to be Areas 3, 4, 10, 5 and 7.  Of these only Area 10 is east of  the 
 M42 but is still considered sensitive in landscape terms (remnant Arden 
 Historic Landscape), containing Common land  and adjoining the Green Belt 
 to the south.  This area is also affected by the High Pressure gas main and 
 has a number of heritage assets  within the settlement of Freasley, which 
 would be adversely impacted by any significant levels of development.  
 This area should therefore be considered as contributory to the 
 “Meaningful Gap”.   
 
9.5 Areas 3 and 4 are considered to currently operate less as Meaningful Gap 

more as simply “open countryside” with significant landscape sensitivity.  If 
development from the west starts to encroach towards Robeys Lane this 
sensitivity will increase and the areas importance as part of the Meaningful 
Gap, particularly between Tamworth and the M42, will grow.  Therefore, in 
advance of any development proposals to the west and mindful of the 
potential impact from HS2 it is considered appropriate to include these Areas 
within the Meaningful Gap.   

 



9.6 The areas therefore most likely to fall outside the remit of the Meaningful Gap 
term are Areas 7 and 5, immediately adjoining Tamworth Borough boundary. 
Current proposals for development on the Golf Course and land adjoining 
Area 5 would result in built development on three sides of Area 5. Their  visual 
and physical relationships are considered closer to built development in 
Tamworth and the physical separation of Area 7 from the rest of,the open 
areas above reduces its relationship with and contribution to the meaningful 
gap . These areas are recommended to be excluded from falling within the 
terms or ‘designation’ of a Meaningful Gap in Policy NW19. 

 
10. Proposed Policy Approach 
 
10.1 The Meaningful Gap policy would constitute an additional presumption against 

development, over and above the strict controls normally available to local 
authorities for development in the countryside. The main principles would be 
to retain the  openness of the areas designated, avoiding/restricting 
development within the “Meaningful Gap” to help maintain the separate 
identity of the settlements affected. Those areas not affected by Meaningful 
Gap designation would be governed by the remaining Core Strategy/Local 
Plan policies and the NPPF dealing with sustainable development. 
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Aerial Photograph looking South West from immediately above the Birch Coppice Spoil Tip. M42 corridor and edge of Centurion Park, Tamworth at top right of photograph
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Planning on the Doorstep: The Big Issues – Green Belt 
 
Green Belt continues to be a huge issue for councils and communities 
across the country; an issue that councillors face regularly on the 
doorsteps of their electorate.  This advice note looks at the reality of 
plan-making and the Green Belt, how planning process works with 
Green Belt issues and the potential inclusion in development plans. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Updated February 2015 
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Introduction  
There is a tendency to see all open or green field land and particularly that on the edge of 
towns as Green Belt: it isn’t. Some also believe the Green Belt and its ‘inviolability’ as a 
matter of law: it isn’t.  
 
Only about 13% of the land area of England is actually designated as Green Belt, and there 
are some quite strict purposes for land to be designated as such. Many people think that 
Green Belt designation is designed as a means of preventing development taking place, or of 
directing development away from one location towards another.  
 
There is generally a presumption in favour of development in planning. The onus is placed 
on the local planning authority to provide sound planning reasons why a planning 
application should be refused permission. In areas designated as Green Belt, the 
presumption is reversed and the onus is on the developer to demonstrate (with very special 
circumstances) why permission should be granted.  This difference makes Green Belt an 
exceedingly restrictive policy.  
 
With the restrictions that Green Belt brings, local planning authorities with Green Belt in 
their areas and with Local Plans to prepare, have to make provision for needed development 
within a very sensitive context.   
 
PAS has also produced a paper on legal cases concerning green belt.  
 
Green Belt in current practice 
 
The basic concept of Green Belt was established back in 1902 by Ebenezer Howard in Garden 
Cities of Tomorrow.  From the first guidance in 1955 to its current expression in the National 
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) (March 2012),  and the Planning Policy Guidance (PPG) 
there have been ‘purposes’ for which  Green Belt has been able to be designated and used, 
and land can only be included in Green Belt to achieve these purposes.   
 
The five purposes of Green Belt in the NPPF are: 
 

• 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. 
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http://www.pas.gov.uk/documents/332612/6363137/Main+Issue+4+-+Green+Belt+-+PAS+Guidance+-+Case+Law+Update+-+2014.pdf/56737f0c-b16e-4887-aabd-d60a42b38f1b


 
 
There are perfectly reasonable planning objectives that are not addressed in the five 
purposes. Whilst the landscape around a town may be of high value, for instance, and may 
benefit from the restriction on development afforded by Green Belt policy, the conservation 
of that quality cannot be a reason to designate the area as Green Belt.  The strict application 
of the Green Belt purposes would also mean, therefore, that the quality of the landscape of 
an area should not be a consideration when assessing the contribution of Green Belt to the 
fulfilment of Green Belt purposes. This could be a planning consideration in its own right 
when seeking a suitable location for development.  
 
Green Belt is established by policy, through development plans prepared in the context of 
national planning policy.  It is not established by legislation though often misconstrued as a 
legal designation, and is different in this respect from National Parks or Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty. 

 
The Green Belt debate 
The positive case 
The use of Green Belt has prevented ‘ribbon’ or ‘strip’ development whereby a continuous 
but shallow band of development forms along the main roads between towns.  The strongly 
held view that settlements should be maintained as distinct and separate places, has been 
served by Green Belt designation of the intervening land (or in some cases by the application 
of quasi Green Belt policies). Given that a lot of land designated as Green Belt is on the 
immediate fringe of significant urban areas, it is a positive reflection on Green Belt policy 
that it has helped to retain this land as open and hence as a valuable resource.  The urban 
fringe is the nearest opportunity for outdoor recreation for large numbers of people in 
urban areas, if the land is publicly accessible.  Land in these locations will be increasingly 
valuable for food and energy production in future. Such land should not just be kept open, 
but should be positively managed, through such initiatives as multi-functional community 
forests. 
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The negative case 
It might seem odd, for instance, as the designation of Green Belt implies, that at some 
entirely arbitrary point in the evolution of a town, it should not grow any more.  Even 
without any claim that the town was has reached its ‘right size’ (something rather difficult to 
justify) it must be the case that places cannot meet modern needs and expectations yet 
remain unchanged.  It would seem to be at odds with the basic concept of sustainability that 
future generations be precluded by policy now from using the available resources to meet 
their needs as they occur in their time. Most Green Belt was established in the 1950s and 
has not been objectively reviewed since. For planning, a practical consequence of the Green 
Belt and the emotions that it evokes may be that rational decisions about where 
development should go based on a balanced judgement of planning issues,  are inhibited.  
The mantra is often: There can be no change to the Green Belt – look somewhere else. 
However the need to meet housing need means that Green Belts should not be preserved 
without a rational review of their purpose set against the need for change.  
 
The big issue 
The most immediate issue for the Green Belt is the maintenance of the purposes of the 
Green Belt set against the under-provision of housing across many parts of the country, 
where the capacity to accommodate sustainable development in urban areas is often 
insufficient to meet the housing requirement.   
 
National planning policy makes provision for changes to be made to the Green Belt.  
Critically, changes to the Green Belt are made through the local plan.  In order to make a 
change to the Green Belt boundary in the local plan there have to be ‘exceptional 
circumstances’ (NPPF para 83).  Housing (or employment land need) can be an exceptional 
circumstance to justify a review of your Green Belt boundary.  
 
This principle has been recently set out beyond any doubt by the Hunston High Court 
judgment in St Albans.  This section of the judgement is worth quoting: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Planning Policy Guidance 
 
The Guidance was changed in October 2014 to address how the presence of Green Belt is 
taken into account in addressing the policy requirement that ‘local planning authorities 
should, through their local plans, meet objectively addressed needs unless any adverse 
impacts of doing so would significantly and demonstrably outweigh the benefits, when 
assessed against the policies in the Framework taken as whole, or specific policies in the 
Framework indicate development should be restricted’.  The Guidance notes that Green Belt 
is identified in the NPPF as such a policy.  

‘Having identified the full objectively assessed needs figure the decision 
maker must then consider the impact of the other policies set out in the 
NPPF.  The Green Belt policy is not an outright prohibition on development 
in the Green Belt.  Rather it is a prohibition on inappropriate development in 
the absence of very special circumstances.  It is entirely circular to argue 
that there are no very special circumstances based on objectively assessed 
but unfulfilled need that can justify development in the Green Belt by 
reference to a figure that has been arrived at under a revoked policy which 
was arrived at taking account of the need to avoid development in the 
Green Belt.’ 
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 It goes on to say that ‘once the need has been assessed, the local planning authority should 
prepare a Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment to establish realistic assumptions 
about the availability, suitability and the likely economic viability of land to meet the 
identified need for housing over the plan period, and in doing so take account of any 
constraints such as Green belt, which indicate that development should be restricted and 
which may restrain the ability of an authority to meet its need’. 
 
These statements are part of the PPG and guidance cannot change policy which is what 
should prevail.  So the policy on this has not changed though the PPG; the guidance explains 
the policy.  The additions to the Guidance have been accompanied by various Ministerial 
statements and considerable press coverage, and it is perhaps this that has to lead some 
authorities with extensive areas of Green Belt to pause and to reconsider where they are 
going with their local plans.  The thrust of Ministerial statements as reported in the press has 
led to some local planning authorities considering that the constraint created by Green Belt 
may be a reason for the housing needs to not be met.   
 
The PPG has not changed the approach to reviewing and changing Green Belt through the 
preparation (or revisions) of a local plan where there are ‘exceptional circumstances’.  It is 
still not the case that a local planning authority can expect to be able to ignore its housing 
needs by saying it has Green Belt, and a proper look at how the Green Belt performs against 
the purposes of including land in the Green Belt is clearly required.  
 
In the Inspector’s interim report into the Cheshire East local plan, concern was raised with 
the plan’s use of Green Belt land for development when there is non Green Belt land that 
might have been used.  The Inspector appears to be suggesting some form of sequential 
approach whereby Green Belt land is used only after other sources have been exploited, 
though there is no explicit basis for such an approach in national policy.  The complexity is 
that very many issues have to be taken into account in setting out a development strategy in 
a plan, within the overall context of the statutory requirement for plan makers of seeking 
more sustainable development.   
 
In the 6 November 2014 report the Inspector says, ‘It therefore seems to me that these are 
significant flaws in both the process and evidence relating to the release of land from Green 
Belt, particularly given the recent clarification of national guidance on the significance of the 
Green Belt’.  The comment appears to suggest that with bar raised politically at least, the 
onus on the Council to explain and justify its position in relation to the Green Belt is that 
much greater at present.   
 
A further change was made in the PPG in October 2014 in the way that Green Belt is referred 
to.  Section (ID-3-034-20141006) was in the Guidance from its first formal publication and 
says, ‘Unmet housing need (including for traveller sites) is unlikely to outweigh the harm to 
the green belt and other harm to constitute the ‘very special circumstances’ justifying 
inappropriate development on a site within the Green belt’.  Again some people have taken 
comfort in this statement, though the interesting amendment that was made to the PPG in 
October 2014 was to change the title above this paragraph from ‘Can unmet need for 
housing outweigh Green Belt protection?’, with the addition at the beginning of the 
question of the words, ‘In decision taking’ (Paragraph: 034 Reference ID: 3-034-20141006).  This 
addition explicitly distinguishes application and decision taking, where development in 
Green belt is very rarely allowed particularly in recovered decisions (decisions taken by the 
Secretary of State), from the process of plan making where it is quite clearly the national 
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policy position that it is for local planning authorities to take a view on whether the Green 
Belt needs to be changed to address the development needs of the community for the plan 
period.   
 
Duty to Cooperate 
The current arrangements for strategic planning through local plans established by the Duty 
to Cooperate in the Localism Act 2011 and the soundness tests in the NPPF are relevant to 
the consideration of Green Belt. 
 
The level of housing which a local plan needs to provide for is determined in part by whether 
there is an ‘unmet requirement’ from a neighbouring authority (NPPF para. 182).  More 
generally it is said that, ‘Local planning authorities should work collaboratively with other 
bodies to ensure that strategic priorities across local boundaries are properly coordinated 
and clearly reflected in individual Local Plans’ (NPPF, para. 179). Green Belt is a strategic 
policy and hence a strategic issue in the terms of the Duty to Cooperate, and so areas of 
Green Belt should be assessed by local authorities collectively.  Significantly Green Belt 
surrounding an urban area may fall into different administrative areas. Does a neighbouring 
authority’s non Green Belt land prevail over local Green Belt?  In the absence of Regional 
strategies (which were a means of addressing and making decisions about these issues), 
some authorities are working together to resolve such matters.   
 
Green Belt reviews 
This term is used in reference to looking to see whether a change will be needed to the 
Green Belt; and in some cases to the actual revision of Green Belt boundaries. Any review of 
Green Belt boundaries should involve an assessment of how the land still contributes to the 
five purposes noted earlier, and take place via the local plan process.    
 
Below we look at some ways that the five purposes might each be used in assessing the 
contribution of land to the Green Belt when undertaking a Green Belt review. Some of these 
purposes will be more relevant, or important, than others on the choices to be made. 
 
Purpose: to check the unrestricted sprawl of large built up areas 
The terminology of ‘sprawl’ comes from the 1930s when Green Belt was conceived.  Has this 
term has changed in meaning since then? For example, is development that is planned 
positively through a local plan, and well designed with good masterplanning, sprawl?   
 
Purpose: to prevent neighbouring towns from merging into one another 
Green Belt is frequently said to maintain the separation of small settlements near to towns, 
but this is not strictly what the purpose says.  This will be different for each case. A ‘scale 
rule’ approach should be avoided.  The identity of a settlement is not really determined just 
by the distance to another settlement; the character of the place and of the land in between 
must be taken into account.  Landscape character assessment is a useful analytical tool for 
use in undertaking this type of assessment. 
 
Purpose: to assist in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment 
Presumably all Green Belt does this, making the purpose difficult to use to distinguish the 
contribution of different areas.  The most useful approach is to look at the difference 
between urban fringe – land under the influence of the urban area - and open countryside, 
and to favour the latter in determining which land to try and keep open, taking into account 
the types of edges and boundaries that can be achieved.  
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Purpose: to preserve the setting and special character of historic towns 
This purpose is generally accepted as relating to very few settlements in practice.  In most 
towns there already are more recent developments between the historic core, and the 
countryside between the edge of the town. 
 
Purpose: to assist in urban regeneration by encouraging the recycling of derelict and other 
urban land 
With this one, it must be the case that the amount of land within urban areas that could be 
developed will already have been factored in before identifying Green Belt land.  If Green 
Belt achieves this purpose, then all Green Belt does so to the same extent and hence the 
value of various land parcels is unlikely to be distinguished by the application of this 
purpose. 
 
On this basis the types of areas of land that might seem to make a relatively limited 
contribution to the overall Green Belt, or which might be considered for development 
through a review of the Green Belt according to the five Green Belt purposes, would be 
where: 
 
• it would effectively be ‘infill’, with the land partially enclosed by development 
• the development would be well contained by the landscape  eg- with rising land 
• there would be little harm to the qualities that contributed to the distinct identity of 

separate settlements in reality 
• a strong boundary could be created with a clear distinction between ‘town’ and 

‘country’. 
 
The purpose of a review is for the identification of the most appropriate land to be used for 
development, through the local plan. Always being mindful of all of the other planning 
matters to be taken into account and most importantly, as part of an overall spatial strategy. 
 
Sustainable development needs to be considered here.  It is a matter of law that, ‘any 
person or body engaged in the preparation of Local Development Documents must exercise 
the function with the objective of contributing to the achievement of sustainable 
development’ (2004 Planning Act).  Similarly reporting on the environmental implications of 
reasonable alternatives is a statutory requirement of plan making, and Green Belt is not an 
environmental matter.  
 
Sometimes, based on what is now understood about accessibility, trip lengths, and the use 
of appropriate travel modes for instance, the most sustainable locations for development 
may well be in Green Belts.  The only relevant statement in National policy on the 
relationship between sustainable development and Green Belts is, ‘when drawing up or 
reviewing Green Belt boundaries, local planning authorities should take account of the need 
to promote sustainable development’ (NPPF para. 84). 
 
This leads to the view that to justify the use of land in the Green Belt for development 
through the local plan, an assessment needs to take account of sustainability issues - such as 
accessibility and environmental assets - and an assessment against Green Belt purposes to 
be combined with a comprehensive assessment according to other issues.  A common 
interpretation of the policy position, though not one expounded in the NPPF or the Planning 
Practice Guidance is that where necessitated by the development requirement, plans should 
identify for development of the most sustainable locations, unless outweighed by effect on 
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the overall integrity of the Green Belt according to an assessment of the whole of the Green 
Belt according to the five purposes. 
 
Safeguarded land 
There is a particular feature of Green Belt policy that arises from the combination of the 
wish for permanence, and yet the inevitability of having to find land for development 
through development plans. This is the idea enshrined in policy, that changing Green Belt 
boundaries should only be necessary once in the plan period. The land taken out of the 
Green Belt under this policy provision but not to be used for development in this plan period 
is ‘safeguarded land’; protected from development proposals arising in the meantime by 
policies with similar force to Green Belt.   
 
These principles are in the NPPF (para 85):  local planning authorities  
• should ‘satisfy themselves that Green Belt boundaries will not need to be altered at the 

end of the development plan period’ 
• ‘where necessary identify in their plans areas of ‘safeguarded land’ between the urban 

area and the Green Belt, in order to meet longer term development needs strategy well 
beyond the plan period’. 

 
Identifying safeguarded land is another requirement of a Green Belt review therefore.  
One challenge for authorities is that there is no guidance on how they are to interpret the 
policy, nor (to date) any consistent pattern discernible from local plan examinations.  In 
some cases local authorities seek to identify safeguarded land in Green Belt changes over 
and above the calculated development requirement for the plan period, but there are 
certainly cases where the issue is effectively ignored by the planning authority and 
examining inspectors alike.  
 
Summary 
Discussions about Green Belt are often controversial and challenging. We recommend local 
authorities try to reduce the challenge by: 
• giving clear and correct information about Green Belt to remove misunderstanding 
• making the consideration of Green Belt in the context of proper planning for sustainable 

development for the whole community 
• trying to avoid allowing Green Belt to establish a special, mythical status  – through 

setting it alongside the use of agricultural land, increasing risk of flooding and effect on 
valuable landscapes in deciding where development is to be provided 

• to get informed debate from communities on the issue and for councillors to show 
strong leadership. 

This PAS publication was researched and written by Peter Brett.  
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