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MATTER 2C: GREEN BELTS

STATEMENT BY NORTHERN PLANNING

1 INTRODUCTION
1.1
The three clients we represent have the following views in relation to Green Belt.

1.2
Maro Developments considers that the Green Belt around Merseyside and Halton needs amendment to meet identified employment requirements after 2011.

1.3
NJW Developments considers that the Green Belt around Merseyside and Halton needs amendment to meet both employment and housing requirements after 2011.

1.4
Redrow considers that there is a need for a Green Belt review in Chester.  It also considers there should a study of whether Green Belt should be reviewed throughout the Region.  
1.5
All three accept that land in the Green Belt is not required to meet development needs arising before 2011.  However this is not really the issue.  The real issue is whether the process of Green Belt review needs to start now to ensure that there is adequate provision to meet development requirements when required.  It takes many years for development to take place after RSS recognises the need for a Green Belt review.  Inter-authority working may be required; there has to be widespread public consultation on alternatives; sites have to be identified and justified through the LDF process; planning applications have to be worked up and considered through the development control process; and, in the case of major proposals, there are likely to be lengthy lead-in times associated with the provision of new infrastructure.  Experience shows that at least some 5 to 10 years may elapse between the strategic decision to review the Green Belt and development starting on the ground.  This does not seem to have been taken into account in the Assembly’s documentation.
2
THE MERSEYSIDE GREEN BELT
2.1
The Merseyside Green Belt was originally adopted in December 1983 through the Merseyside Green Belt Local Plan (MGLP).  At the time of its approval, the Authorities recognised that the Green Belt was drawn very tightly around the built-up area; and it was envisaged that local plans would exclude land to meet development requirements (MGBLP Inspector’s Report para 1.13).  However, this did not occur as the Government subsequently issued guidance requiring exceptional circumstances before development plans could modify adopted Green Belt boundaries.  The only significant change that did occur was an extension of Green Belt into the M53 Corridor as part of the Wirral UDP.  The result is a very tight Green Belt around Merseyside that is over 23 years old and contains no safeguarded land on the edge of the urban area.

2.2
RPG13 recognised the potential need for a review of the Green Belt across Merseyside and Halton through Policy SD5 which required the preparation of a strategic study. 

2.3
The Regional Assembly commissioned this study which was prepared by White Young Green (WYG) and published in December 2004.  The study concluded that “the research undertaken to date has not identified a further need for strategic release up to at least the year 2011”.

2.4
The report and its conclusion is considered defective for the following reasons:-

1) It makes no acknowledgement of the time-scale required to bring forward major development proposals that are currently located within the Green Belt.  The purpose of planning is to anticipate future requirements and make adequate provision for development so that sites are available at the time when it is needed.  In terms of the current RSS, this means asking the question whether requirements can be met outside the Green Belt for the full period until 2021.

2) The WYG Study appraisal of employment land (paras 7.37 to 7.40) is based upon low estimates of likely future take-up (62 to 76 ha per year) compared to the submitted RSS projected annual take-up rate of 89.48 ha.  It also fails to make any realistic assessment of either the quality of the existing employment land or how it matches need and demand.

3) The WYG Study’s assessment of housing opportunities is based on the housing requirements set out in RPG13.  The submitted RSS requirements are very different.  RPG13 puts forward an annual requirement in Merseyside and Halton for 2580 dwellings net.  In comparison, the Submitted RSS puts forward an annual requirement of 4220 dwellings which is 64% greater.

2.5
On this basis the WYG Study cannot be said to provide an adequate basis to make conclusions about the Merseyside Green Belt and the need for review.

2.6
Maro Developments last year commissioned DTZ to prepare a study of employment land in Merseyside.  The final report will be made a core document.  The DTZ Study comes to the following findings:-

1) Much of the employment land resource of Merseyside is relatively low quality and is suitable at best only to meet local demand.

2) Although there is currently an adequate supply of high quality employment sites, it is being taken up rapidly.  It is likely that at some time between 2011 and 2016 there will not be an adequate range and choice of high quality sites available.  As a result, Merseyside will lose opportunities to other areas within the Region and elsewhere.  There will be a particular deficiency in high quality sites for manufacturing and logistics users.

3) The sites in Warrington, particularly Omega, are not well-placed to meet the needs of Merseyside, particularly as such sites are likely to reinforce unsustainable travel patterns.

2.7
The conclusion of the DTZ Study is that there is a need to increase the supply of high quality employment land in Merseyside and Halton.  It is recognised that part of this shortfall, particularly for B1 offices, can be met by previously developed urban land.  However, a significant element of the unmet demand will be for high quality manufacturing and logistics uses which require large sites close to the strategic road network.  The Study concludes that there are no sites of sufficient size or potential accessibility outside the Green Belt capable of meeting this demand.

2.8
The conclusions of the DTZ Study are not out-of-line with the Regional Employment Land Study and the analysis set out in the Technical Appendix.  The principal difference is the emphasis which DTZ gives to qualitative issues and the needs of particular sectors of employment.  
2.9
In respect of housing, the Submission RSS identifies a requirement for 4220 dwellings per year in Merseyside and Halton.  According to the Technical Appendix, (Tables 4.14 and 4.15), there are planning permissions for 17,563 dwellings and a further urban potential for 21,760 dwellings, creating a total of some 39,323 dwellings.  According to the 2006 AMR, there are allocations outside the Green Belt for about 3,500 dwellings (of which the great majority is in Halton).  On this basis, the total available land outside the Green Belt is equivalent to some 42,733 dwellings or 10.1 years at the RSS rate of provision.  This means that by 2016 at the latest there is likely to be a severe shortfall in housing provision unless there is a review of Green Belt.
3
THE CHESTER GREEN BELT

3.1
The Chester Green Belt was adopted in 1983. Like the Merseyside Green Belt, it was drawn very tightly around the built-up area with the anticipation that there would be an early review.  Such a review was started in 1988 which identified the need for substantial relaxation, particularly in the area of Wrexham Road.  However, this review did not proceed to adoption because of a requirement to carry out an environmental capacity study of the City before it was completed.  The final study was published in 1994 and concluded that there was no overriding constraint on the expansion of the City.  Since then, the responsible local authorities have sought to bring forward green belt releases (most recently in 1999) but these have been frustrated by a lack of a strategic context.

3.2
The Submission RSS accepts that there is a need to make a major release from the Green Belt in respect of a Regional Investment Site/ Knowledge Nucleii to the South West of Cheshire (para 7.21).  However, Redrow considers there is equally a need for releases to meet housing requirements.  
3.3
The Submission RSS puts forward a housing requirement for Chester of 417 dwellings per year.  To meet this, the Technical Appendix (Tables 4.14 and 4.15) says that there are permissions for 1694 dwellings and an urban potential of 542 dwellings.  In addition, there are greenfield allocations without permission for about 730 dwellings which creates a total supply of 2966 dwellings or just 7 years.  On this basis, land within the Green Belt will be required for housing development before 2016.
3.4
It must be emphasised that there is little scope to reduce the housing requirement in Chester.  There are already very large net inflows of commuters into the City which is a major employment location.  The additional employment development planned will exacerbate this unsustainable travel pattern.  Finally much of the housing demand generated within Chester has been met in North-East Wales over recent years.  The Welsh Authorities are now no longer willing to maintain this unsustainable pattern of development and are intending to cut back their housing provision.
4
THE POTENTIAL IMPACT ON GREEN BELT PURPOSES IN MERSEYSIDE AND CHESTER

4.1
There are many areas currently in the Merseyside Green Belt which do not make an important contribution to its primary purposes of checking the unrestricted sprawl of large built-up areas, preventing towns from coalescing, and protecting valuable areas of countryside from encroachment.  It is accepted that the Green Belt around Merseyside also fulfils the function of assisting urban concentration and regeneration.  However, strategic releases are compatible with this function provided controls are maintained on the phasing of development so there is no unnecessary diversion of demand from the urban areas.  This can be achieved through the Plan, Monitor and Manage system.
4.2
The primary purpose of the Chester Green Belt is to preserve the setting and special character of the historic city.  The environmental capacity study has shown that further development around the edge of the City in appropriate locations can be compatible with this purpose.
5
THE WAY FORWARD IN MERSEYSIDE AND CHESTER

5.1
As the evidence is clear about the need for a review of the Green Belt in Merseyside, Halton and Chester, the RSS should commit itself now to such a review and avoid the potential for further delays and procrastination which would be caused by a further study.

6
THE OTHER REGIONAL GREEN BELTS

6.1
Redrow accepts that the need for Green Belt reviews elsewhere is less clear cut.  It considers however that the Regional Assembly should commit itself to a strategic study of the other Green Belts before the next RSS review, to take into account the changed economic fortunes of the Region and likely future RSS requirements.  With the exception of Warrington, all the Regional Green Belts have been in place for over twenty years and there is a need to review their performance, particularly to ensure that they are providing for the most sustainable possible patterns of development (PPG3 para 68).
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