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North West of England Plan – Regional Spatial Strategy to 2021

Green Belt Guidance Note (May 2009)
1 Introduction

1.1 Policy RDF4 of the North West of England Plan - Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) deals with Green Belts. There are three aspects to the policy:

· There is no need for “exceptional substantial strategic change” to the region’s Green Belts before 2011 in Cheshire, Greater Manchester, Lancashire and Merseyside; and before 2021 in Warrington.

· A continued presumption against exceptional substantial strategic change after 2011 in Cheshire, Greater Manchester, Lancashire and Merseyside; and highlighting the possibility for strategic studies to investigate any potential need for change and options for implementation.

· Identifying the opportunity for local detailed boundary changes to be considered through the Local Development Framework (LDF) process; and conferring agreement for LDFs to examine detailed changes to accommodate expansion at Manchester Airport and Liverpool John Lennon Airport, and the provision of an inter-modal freight terminal at Newton-Le-Willows.

1.2 This note provides guidance for Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) and other interested parties on the following matters:

· The parameters that 4NW will consider in assessing whether proposals constitute an exceptional substantial strategic change or are local detailed boundary changes to be undertaken through the LDF process.

· The procedure that 4NW intends to follow when considering the need for strategic studies of the Green Belt in Cheshire, Greater Manchester, Lancashire and Merseyside.

2 Green Belt Boundary Changes

2.1 There is no precise definition that determines whether a proposed Green Belt boundary change amounts to an exceptional substantial strategic change that would feed into a review of the RSS/Regional Strategy; or is a local detailed boundary change to be undertaken through the LDF process. Each proposal will therefore need to be judged against a number of parameters to inform any decision by 4NW. The parameters that 4NW will take into account in assessing each Green Belt proposal are:

· National guidance contained in Planning Policy Guidance note 2 (PPG2);

· The fit with the policy framework in RSS; and

· The available evidence base relating to the land use proposed for the area of Green Belt to be removed. 

2.2 In addition to assessing individual proposals, the cumulative impact of all other proposed changes within each Green Belt area will need to be considered. It may be the case that the cumulative impact of a number of proposals would lead to the conclusion by 4NW that a strategic review of the Green Belt is the appropriate mechanism to apply.

2.3 There are three specific locations identified in RDF4 - Manchester Airport, Liverpool John Lennon Airport and the proposed inter-modal freight terminal at Newton-Le-Willows – where the policy confers an agreement for local detailed Green Belt boundary changes to be set out in LDFs. It is important to note that any Green Belt change for each of these locations will still need to meet the policy tests set out in PPG2 to ensure they are judged sound under the terms set out in Planning Policy Statement 12 (PPS12). 

National Guidance

2.4 PPG2 provides the current national guidance on Green Belt policy. There is no need to exhaustively repeat what is contained in PPG2, but it is useful to highlight the key aspects that need to be considered in any proposed change to the Green Belt.

· The impact upon the five purposes of including land in Green Belts
;

· The need to set boundaries that endure (likely to be at least 2026 in terms of emerging Core Strategies)
;

· The need to set clearly defined boundaries and an “appreciable open zone”
; around the built-up area concerned; and

· The need to ensure sustainable patterns of development are maintained as a result of any proposed changes
. 

Evidence Base
2.3 Any proposal will need a robust evidence base to support the argument that the development is necessary, and that its siting in the Green Belt is the most sustainable proposal for that location. This will be necessary to assist 4NW in assessing whether a proposed change can progress through the LDF process or constitutes an “exceptional substantial strategic change”. Moreover, such evidence will be expected by the Planning Inspectorate as part of the tests of soundness detailed in PPS12. 

2.4 In the case of housing or employment land purposes, evidence will include in the first instance, Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments or Employment Land Reviews. It is likely that there will be additional evidence that will need to be considered including other relevant sub-regional and regional studies pertaining to housing and employment.  4NW has recently published an employment land implementation note
 which provides further detail on an approach to sub-dividing the sub-regional employment allocations featured in Policy W3 of the RSS.

2.5 Other wider evidence covering matters such as flood risk, green infrastructure, transport implications etc may need to be taken into account to determine whether the impacts from the proposed change are local or strategic in nature.

Policy Fit with RSS

2.6 Beyond policy RDF4 and its focus on Green Belts, 4NW will need to consider how any proposed Green Belt change will be consistent with other policies in the RSS. 
Cumulative Impact of Green Belt Proposals
2.7 In the case of each defined Green Belt, 4NW are mindful that there may be several proposals for changes to Green Belt boundaries. In these cases, an assessment of the potential cumulative impact of the Green Belt changes proposed will be undertaken by 4NW. Previous experience
 has shown that this is necessary to fully understand the consequences of individual proposals that on the face of it would constitute a local detailed change. 
3 Strategic Studies

3.1 Where 4NW has undertaken an assessment (as set out in section 2 above) and it is clear that the boundary change represents a exceptional substantial strategic change, and is not capable of being taken forward through a particular authority’s LDF, it may conclude that a strategic study of a Green Belt will be required. This section sets out how 4NW will take forward any strategic study of the Green Belt.

3.2 The critical components that will need to be drawn together in any strategic study are:

· Existing and potential land supply for different land uses in the urban areas contained in the relevant Green Belt, including allocated undeveloped, safeguarded and re-developable brownfield land;

· Trends in the rate of consumption of both greenfield and brownfield land for both residential and non residential development;

· Measurement of land supply requirements for the demands, needs and markets for different land uses including housing, employment, transport including park and ride facilities, education, health and recreation facilities;

· The feasibility of an individual district’s housing and employment needs being met by provision in adjoining districts providing that this is consistent with the policies in the RSS and emerging core strategies; and 

· The land use dynamics and property markets that exist between adjacent local authorities.
3.3 Much of the evidence base required to assess the above factors will be available through existing and planned studies for housing and employment land. At the outset of any strategic study, there will be a need to identify whether additional evidence is required to inform the work.

3.4 An essential first step will be the establishment of a steering group consisting of relevant local authorities and any additional key stakeholders necessary to ensure representative views are present. The experience gained from the Merseyside Green Belt study undertaken by 4NW
 will assist in developing the brief and management of any proposed study.

3.5 The methodology chosen for the study will have regard to the previous work undertaken in Merseyside whilst enabling refinements or alternative methodological approaches to be considered. 

3.6 The timing of the delivery of any strategic study may have important consequences on the preparation of any future Regional Strategy, and critically the current round of core strategies. It will be necessary to ensure that a sufficiently robust policy framework is in place in relevant core strategies in advance of any strategic study. The components that will be need to be in place are:

· well-evidenced arguments as to the inability to identify sufficient land to accommodate the identified development needs outside the Green Belt;
· evidence to show that these requirements could not be reasonably met in neighbouring districts; and 
· that, having maximised the available supply, the only reasonable option would be to identify potential broad locations for Green Belt release, to be pursued via the Regional Strategy process.
� See paragraph 1.5 of PPG2


� See paragraphs 2.8 and 2.12 of PPG2
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� See paragraph 2.10 of PPG2


� North West of England Plan – Regional Spatial Strategy to 2021, Employment Land Implementation Note – April 2009, 4NW


� A useful brief discussion of this issue is contained in the Inspector’s Report on the Halton Unitary Development Plan (January 2004) – see Section SP.17. (� HYPERLINK "http://www2.halton.gov.uk/pdfs/environment/planning/spstrategicpoliciespage" ��http://www2.halton.gov.uk/pdfs/environment/planning/spstrategicpoliciespage�) 


� Merseyside Green Belt Study (December 2004) – prepared by White Young Green in association with Mason Owen and Liverpool John Moores University for the North West Regional Assembly.
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