
  

  

Keep it Green (KIG) - Barnsley Local Plan Examination Stage 1   

Hearing Statement: Main Matter 3 – Objectively Assessed Need for 
Employment  

Background  

1. The main thrust of KIG’s objection to the BLP is focused upon the largest 
single proposal in the Plan- site MU1. This envisages a major urban extension 
of Barnsley involving the loss of some 130ha of land currently designated as 
Green Belt.  

2. Underpinning this concern is the view that BMBC’s aspirational approach is 
over-ambitious. In particular, the proposed employment and housing land 
provision is excessive. This has led to undue pressure being placed on the 
Green Belt in order to provide sufficient development land to satisfy the 
perceived needs. As a result, the Plan is unsound.  

Issue 1 

Barnsley’s Economy and Regional Context  

3. Following the complete loss of the coal industry that underpinned Barnsley’s 
economy until the latter part of the 20th century, Barnsley’s role as an 
identifiable functional economic entity has been severely weakened. It is 
more susceptible to regional trends, while at the same time being within 
something of a strategic policy vacuum following the demise of the Regional 
Spatial Strategy.  

4. There is scant evidence of the coordinated approach to spatial planning 
advocated in the extract from the New Growth Status for the Leeds City 
Region highlighted in the Employment Background Paper1. This has created a 
perhaps understandable tendency for each local authority to seek to do the 
best for its own area, including attempting to attract ‘footloose’ employers by 
allocating swathes of employment land. But, by so doing, BMBC is effectively 
fishing in the same pond as its competitors – a high risk approach that, in 
Barnsley’s case, creates undue pressure on the Green Belt. 

Forecast Job Growth  

5. Of the 33,000 new jobs forecast to occur to 2033, in addition to projections 
based on past rates of growth, it is envisaged that some 17,500 (53%) of these 
jobs would come about through ‘interventions’ by the Council and its business 
partners. Whether what is also termed “significant economic intervention”2 is 
realistic and achievable is another matter.  

                                       
1 BP6. Employment Background Paper, page 5. 
2 EB33 paragraph 3.20 
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6. BMBC describe this as an “ambitious yet realistic jobs growth target”3, but in 
the context of the wider Sheffield City Region, the overall job growth target is 
seen as being “incredibly ambitious”4. BMBC’s ‘Jobs and Business Plan 2014-
2017’5 gives some insight into what is meant by ‘interventions’ aimed at 
closing the gap with regional job densities by 2033, but it is very generalised 
and unspecific.  

7. While the provision of employment land is seen as “a key intervention”6, 
nowhere in any of the background papers appertaining to employment is 
there any mention of the Green Belt or the implications for it. BMBC’s 
approach (which is also reflected in the housing section) appears to be simply 
that x ha of land is required and will be provided; the fact that some of the 
land concerned happens to lie in the designated Green Belt seemingly counts 
for nothing. The Green Belt is merely regarded as a source of development 
land and no more.    

8. An example of the fragility of the Council’s “ambitious” approach can be 
found in an update report on the Jobs and Business plan presented to the 
Council’s Cabinet on 27 January 2016.  At paragraph 5.8, the report refers to 
the Regional Economic Model which forecasts that of the 17,500 additional 
jobs envisaged only about 10,600 or 61%, would be likely to materialise by 
2033.  

9. Economic forecasting covering a time span as long as the plan period is 
inherently unstable. Whether it is safe to assume that past growth rates 
would be sustained for such a long time is far from certain. But, when 
ambition - desirable though it may be, and however fervently it is expressed - 
is layered on top of this, the soundness of BMBC’s approach and the land use 
implications that stem from it become highly questionable. 

Development Constraints Claim  

10. Hard evidence that supports BMBC’s assertion that forecast land supply 
constraints elsewhere may make Barnsley more attractive for potential 
employers is very thin. The sloping nature of site MU1 and the resultant need 
to ‘remodel’ the land in order to create level platforms for development does 
not seem to have deterred the promoters of the proposal from extolling its 
virtues.  

 

                                       
3 BP6 paragraph 4.9.  
4 Sheffield City Region Growth Plan, paragraph 4.8. 
5 EB31 
6 BP6 paragraph 5.2 
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Issue 2  

Employment Land Requirement Assessment 

11. Policy E1 seeks to ensure that sufficient employment land will be allocated in 
order to meet BMBC’s aspirations and ambitions. However, quite how the job 
numbers have been translated into land requirements not clear from either 
the BLP, or the associated documentation. A particular concern in this respect 
concerns the references to job growth data having been “manipulated”7. 
Quite what this means is not elaborated upon, but if data has had to be 
manipulated, it casts doubt upon the credence and reliability of any 
conclusions derived from such information. In the absence of robust 
justification, the soundness of the approach adopted, which applies to 
Scenario 2, the ‘Policy On’ option upon which the employment land 
requirement is based, is fragile to say the least.  In other words, it is unsound.  

12. Notwithstanding the above criticism, most of the assumptions that underpin 
the components of the employment land requirement itemised in tabular 
form seem designed to maximise the land take – something that has a clear 
knock-on effect on the Green Belt. 

13. KIG is not in a position to challenge the overall floorspace requirement and its 
transposition into the 51.6ha ‘base’ land requirement. However, there is 
concern that the 40% site coverage or plot ratio appears to have been applied 
somewhat arbitrarily in that it is at the VERY BOTTOM of the 40% to 50% 
range identified by BMBC’s consultants. It is not within the range as BMBC 
contend.  Applying BMBC’s 40% assumption, as opposed to say 50%, means a 
difference of 26ha, whereas the mid-point of the range, 45%, would result in 
a difference of around 13ha.  

14. The 95ha or 5ha per annum replacement allowance which accounts for 
almost one third of the overall allocation is excessive. It is scarcely justified by 
BMBC’s own evidence.  While BMBC point to the loss of 70ha of employment 
land between 2004/2005 and 2011/2012, or 8.8ha per annum, the related 
graph8 shows that this loss actually occurred between 2004/2005 and 
2008/2009. Since then, as the graph indicates, only a miniscule amount of 
employment land has been lost. In particular, the 5ha per annum allowance 
figure has not been reached, let alone exceeded, since 2008/2009. Nor is 
there anything that shows, or even suggests, that any other current 
employment land is under threat.  

                                       
7 EB33. Employment Land Review December 2016 paragraphs 7.2, 8.16.   
8 BP6 paragraph 6.4  
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15. Significantly, BMBC acknowledge that one of the reasons for the tailing off of 
the loss of employment land in recent years has been the introduction of 
more stringent safeguarding policies. As the Inspector will have noted, the 
BLP contains such a policy, namely Policy E6, which affords a very strong 
degree of protection to existing employment land. With such a policy in place, 
BMBC would have a very firm basis for protecting existing employment land.  

16. It is submitted that in the light of the above there is no need for the land 
requirement calculation to include a replacement allowance – the evidence of 
recent years simply does not warrant it. The inclusion of the allowance only 
serves to inflate the employment land requirement unnecessarily, and in so 
doing, unnecessary pressure is placed on the Green Belt.    

17. The land requirements resulting from the unreasonably arbitrary application 
of plot ratios and the inclusion of a 95ha replacement allowance are excessive 
in their own right. But the excess is further compounded by the inclusion of a 
margin of choice or flexibility allowance into the assessment after these 
figures have been inputted. For instance, applying BMBC’s 30% flexibility 
margin to the 95ha replacement allowance alone adds another 30ha or so to 
the overall employment land requirement.  

18. Applying a margin of choice is not in itself unreasonable for the reasons 
stated by BMBC, but the 30% figure used in the Plan also appears to have 
been applied arbitrarily. Look what others have done and come up with a 
figure that suits seems to have been the approach. Again, this appears to have 
disregarded the Green Belt and its significance. For instance, applying a 25% 
allowance to BMBC’s figures would ‘save’ some 11ha, again relieving pressure 
on the Green Belt.  

19. With a 45% plot ratio – not unreasonable in the circumstances and the 
removal of the unnecessary replacement allowance the land employment 
land requirement would come down to some 116ha. Even with 30% flexibility 
allowance (which it is not accepted is needed), this would mean that a more 
reasonable requirement of about 155ha. In this scenario there would be no 
need for the employment land component (43ha) of Proposal MU1 and the 
consequent loss of Green Belt land.  It would also relieve pressure on other 
sites proposed or development in the Green Belt.  

20. Another point of concern is that although BMBC assess the land requirement 
at 291ha, an additional 18ha (about 6%) has been slipped into the Plan over 
and above this. (The ‘around’ 300ha referred to in Policy E1 comes out at 
309ha). This makes the need for a flexibility allowance as high as 30% even 
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more questionable. The reasons for the extra amount given by BMBC9 are 
wholly unconvincing. In addition, the inclusion of reserved land at Goldthorpe 
in the Plan provides a significant additional degree of flexibility in a part of the 
Borough where the prospect of a major employer would be highly 
advantageous to the local populace.   

M1 Junctions 36 & 37 

21. In proposing major employment sites close to M1 junctions 36 and 37, a great 
deal is made of the ‘attraction’ of the M1 corridor for businesses. However, 
tangible evidence of this is much harder to find. In particular, Capitol Park, 
virtually a stone’s throw away from M1 Junction 37, has hardly been a 
resounding success.  Some 15 years or so after the land was removed from 
the Green Belt, a large proportion of the site – 9ha or so - remains 
undeveloped. Furthermore, the speculative units that were constructed there 
have never been fully let. This hardly suggests that businesses are queuing up 
to locate in this part of Barnsley. 

22. The Business Survey referred to by BMBC10 hardly points to a compelling need 
for additional employment land near the M1 or indeed elsewhere. Of the 31 
respondents (a mere 6% response rate) only 6, or just under 20%, identified 
the lack of land for development an obstacle. Due to the very low response 
rate the survey is statistically insignificant and its ‘findings’ should carry no 
weight.  

23. Perhaps much more significant, is that what is probably Barnsley’s biggest 
‘success’ in attracting a new business to the area in recent years, ASOS, chose 
to locate close to Grimethorpe. Although distribution is a key component of 
this company’s mode of operation, the site chosen is well away from both the 
M1 and A1. And look at Worksop, also within the Sheffield City region. 
Despite being several miles away from the M1 it has manged to attract 2 
major distribution centres, B&Q and Wilkinson.  

24. Also of great significance is the geographical pattern of deprivation. All the 
maps relating to the various indices of deprivation show that the areas of 
greatest deprivation all lie to the east and south-east of Barnsley. Hardly 
surprising because this is where the former coal industry was concentrated 
and where the settlements that once depended upon it still are. The area in 
the vicinity of Junction 36 is reasonably well located in relation to the most 
deprived areas and is linked to them by the Dearne Towns Link Road.  

                                       
9 BP6 paragraph 6.6 
10 EB33 paragraphs 5.26, 5.27 
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25. Land in the vicinity of Junction 37 on the west side of Barnsley on the other 
hand does not possess anything like the same accessibility credentials vis-a-
vis the parts of the Borough that suffer from the highest levels of deprivation. 
It is highly questionable therefore whether a major allocation of employment 
land here will do much to redress this. Moreover, irrespective of the site’s 
Green Belt status, relying on land on the western extremity of the town 
relatively remote from a good deal of the Borough’s populace make the 
sustainability ‘credentials’ of land in the vicinity of Junction 37 highly 
questionable.   

26. While ‘greenfield’ land relatively close to the M1 may appear attractive to the 
development market it is highly questionable whether skewing development 
towards the motorway corridor will really help resolve Barnsley’s socio-
economic problems  or will provide development impetus where this is likely 
to be most needed and where it would be most beneficial. The locational 
disconnect between the M1 corridor, especially Junction 37, and the potential 
workforce is likely to increase rather than reduce the need to travel. It does 
not point to a sustainable pattern of development. 

Conclusion 

27. The National Planning Policy Framework advises that Plans should be 
aspirational, but they also have to be realistic11. In an area where the legacy 
of the devastation of the industry that once dominated and underpinned the 
local economy, ambition and aspiration is not necessarily a bad thing. 
However, this needs to be tempered by reality and an acceptance that regard 
has to be paid other key land use considerations – not least the need to 
safeguard the Green Belt. BMBCs aspirations are simply too ambitious and 
too damaging to the local environment. This renders the Plan unsound. 

28. The BLP should be modified, firstly, by scaling back the employment land 
requirement set out in Policy E1 on the lines discussed above. And, secondly, 
by redistributing the location of employment sites so that they are more 
closely related to, and more likely to benefit, the areas subject to the highest 
levels of social disadvantage.  

                                       
11 National Planning Policy Framework paragraph 154 


