
  

  

Keep it Green (KIG) - Barnsley Local Plan Examination Stage 2 

Hearing Statement: Main Matter 6 – The Plan’s Approach to the Green Belt  

Background  

1. KIG’s comments focus on the first issue identified and questions 6.1 to 6.7 
under that heading.  

2.  It is not disputed that a large proportion of the Borough (77%) is designated 
as Green Belt and that even allowing for the plan’s proposals, the figure 
would be 74.6%. On the face of it this appears to be a drop in the ocean, but 
this is misleading.  It overlooks that a good deal of the 2.4% concerned – not 
least site MU1 – is critically important in terms of the Green Belt function. 
Moreover, the loss of Green Belt within the defined Urban Barnsley area (i.e. 
its green lungs) is in excess of 13%, which is much more significant. 

3. Much of the Green Belt in Barnsley - a legacy from the pre-1974 West Riding 
days – lies well to the west of the M1 and extends as far as the boundary with 
the Peak District National Park and arguably does not need the protection 
afforded by Green Belt status. On the other hand, the far more vulnerable 
land on the urban fringe, where the plan’s development proposals are 
concentrated, plays a key role in fulfilling the purposes of Green Belts as set 
out in the NPPF. This land especially should continue to be safeguarded. 

Issue – Do the exceptional circumstances exist to justify the release of land from 
the Green Belt?  

Exceptional Circumstances (6.1)   

4. NPPF Paragraph 79 clearly states, “The fundamental aim of Green Belt policy 
is to prevent urban sprawl by keeping land permanently open; the essential 
characteristics of Green Belts are their openness and their permanence.” 
Paragraph 83 goes on to advises:-“Once established Green Belt boundaries 
should only be altered in exceptional circumstances...”  

5. The precise details of Barnsley’s Green Belt and its boundaries were only 
established as recently as 2000 when the Barnsley Unitary Development Plan 
was adopted. The proposed removal of land from the Green Belt after only 17 
years is wholly inconsistent with the concept of permanence.   

6. Legal precedent has reaffirmed that Green Belt boundaries can only be 
altered in exceptional circumstances.  In Gallagher Homes v Solihull MBC it 
was held that ".....it is not arguable that the mere process of preparing a new 
local plan could itself be regarded as an exceptional circumstance justifying an 
alteration to a Green Belt boundary. National guidance has always dealt with 
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revisions of the Green Belt in the context of reviews of local plans and has 
always required ‘exceptional circumstances’ to justify a revision”. 

7. BMBC’s current approach represents a marked sea change from that 
contained in the relatively recent Core Strategy (CS), adopted in September 
2011. Paragraph 6.5 notes, “It is considered that the planned growth with 
respect to housing numbers can be accommodated without the need to 
encroach into the Green Belt”. Moreover, paragraph 64 of the Inspector’s 
report indicates “Sufficient housing land has been identified to support the CS 
housing strategy. I agree with the Council that there is no justification for a 
review of Green Belt boundaries to identify further such land.”   

8. On a more local level, the CS goes on to note at 6.9 that ”There is no intention 
that settlements within Urban Barnsley will merge together, the areas of 
Green Belt between settlements will be protected unless needed for strategic 
development requirements..”  

9. It is acknowledged that BMBC’s subsequent ‘Development  Sites and Places’ 
Development Plan Document (DPD) consultation in 2012 did propose an 
employment allocation on part of site MU1, between Hermit Lane and Barugh 
Green Road. The rest of the land, however, was to remain as Green Belt. 
Indeed, paragraph 8.4 of the DPD notes that the CS indicates that Green Belt 
land “is not needed to accommodate new dwellings in order to meet the 
housing requirement”. And, although the draft DPD provided for an additional 
1,200 low density houses, no need to accommodate any of these on site MU1 
was deemed necessary at the time.  

10. As noted in the Hearing Statement for Main Matter 5, there has been a 
marked shift away from relying on previous development land, despite the 
NPPF’s exhortations in this respect1. The reasons for the apparent change in 
direction are somewhat difficult to comprehend.  The shift of emphasis 
towards relying on greenfield land may well be attractive to the ‘market’, but 
too little weight has been given to the important function of the Green Belt, 
especially the parts on its inner fringe.   

11. The Plan’s approach is one of indifference – the Green Belt is simply being 
regarded as a resource to be tapped in order to provide land for 
development.   It is hardly consistent with the comments at paragraph 3.27 of 
the Local Plan Publication Draft 2016 (BLP) , namely that it seeks to 
implement sustainable development by allocating previously developed land 
in the first instance and by making the best use of existing infrastructure.  

                                       
1 NPPF paragraph 17 bullet point 8.  
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12. The sole exceptional circumstance appears to be the claimed insufficiency of 
development land, both quantitatively and, to some extent, qualitatively. 
Neither proposition sits comfortably with the approach that has prevailed 
until recently.  

13. The proposed release of land from the Green Belt is also at odds with many 
other policies in the BLP, particularly in relation to the resultant implications 
on local services, local road networks, pollution and increased traffic volumes. 
None of these factors were taken into account in the Green Belt Review 
report. There has been no risk assessment on the effect of the conflicting 
policies which are clearly development led. 

14. In the case of MU1 the main impetus for releasing the land for development 
appears to have been the prospect of obtaining funding from the Sheffield 
City Region Partnership for what is termed the ‘Claycliffe Link’, a new road 
that would link the M1 Junction 37 via the A628 to the A635 at a point close 
to the junction of the latter with the A637. This road would be the key to 
unlocking vehicular access to the proposed housing and employment land 
area albeit its function would appear to be much more than a local access 
route.    

15. It is also apparent from Council papers that the prospect of additional 
revenue from Council Tax and Business rates has been regarded as a major 
benefit of bringing the land forward for development. While this is 
understandable given the parlous state of Local Government finance, 
‘planning by accountancy’ is neither a good reason for, nor an exceptional 
circumstance for releasing greenfield Green Belt land.  

Capacity within Settlements (6.2) 

16.  Guidance here comes from the SHLAA which identifies more than sufficient 
sites to meet the "ambitious" housing targets.  But this is heavily weighted to 
sites and locations favoured by developers in that sites were selected on an 
"attractive to the market" basis which, hardly surprisingly, resulted in 
allocations on greenfield land in the Green Belt in the western parts of the 
plan area, notably MU1, instead of more ‘challenging’ brownfield sites or 
ones in the east of the Borough. A clear case of a report being prepared by 
the development market for the development market as opposed to a robust 
and objective exercise.  

Effect on Settlements and the Plan Area (6.3)  

17. Proposal MU1 covers some 130 ha. It is the largest proposed development 
site in the BLP. Perhaps self-evidently, development on the scale envisaged – 
akin to a small township - would be a major expansion of the built-up area of 
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Barnsley and would be an equally major incursion into the Green Belt. The 
resultant creation of a huge area of urban sprawl would obliterate a key area 
of Green Belt countryside which area makes a valuable contribution to the 
setting of Barnsley and the various settlements that flank the area.  

18. The Green Belt Background Paper refers expressly to the role of the Green 
Belt “particularly in preventing its towns and settlements from merging into 
one another, preserving the countryside and concentrating development in 
urban areas”2. Proposal MU1 drives a coach and horses through this. It would 
have a devastating effect on a number of settlements and those who live 
there.  

19. The open nature of the area plays a crucial role in maintaining and 
safeguarding the separate and distinct identities of Pogmoor, Gawber, 
Redbrook,  Barugh Green, and Higham. The proposed development of site 
MU1 will completely destroy the character of these well-established   
communities.  

20. The rural character of the countryside virtually on the doorstep here helps to 
make these areas attractive places in which to live. Not only will there be a 
marked loss of local identity, but the quality of life enjoyed by the many 
residents who live on the fringes of the site will be greatly diminished by the 
proposal. As well as the loss of a large tract of countryside and the associated 
wildlife habitat, there will be increased air, noise and light pollution.  The loss 
of the land would also impact adversely upon on tenant farm viability.  

21. One of the core planning principles set out in the NPPF is that planning should 
be “a creative exercise in finding ways to enhance and improve the places in 
which people live their lives”3.  The loss of Green Belt land on the scale 
envisaged will be wholly contrary to this. It will be a monumental act of 
destruction. The land is a positive asset that should continue to be 
safeguarded against inappropriate development. 

Sustainable Patterns of Development (6.4)  

22. The BLP’s heavy on reliance on greenfield land beyond the present built-up 
limits of the Borough’s towns and villages, and the apparent shift in emphasis 
away from looking to brownfield land to meet the perceived development 
requirements, is hardly consistent with promoting sustainable patterns of 
development. Likewise, locating major employment sites on the western edge 
of Barnsley, well away from the parts of the Borough where the need for jobs 
is greatest on the questionable pretext that the M1 corridor is the optimum 

                                       
2 Paragraph3.2  
3 NPPF paragraph 17 bullet point 2. 
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location, is likely to have significant implications for travel patterns. It is likely 
to increase rather than reduce the need to travel. 

23. As stated previously BMBC’s approach is regard the Green Belt as a larder to 
be raided in order to cater for inflated and over ambitious employment and 
housing ‘requirements’. The lure of ‘low hanging fruit’ is doubtless attractive 
to the ‘market’, but this fails to address the issues and challenges posed by 
the more deprived parts of the Borough.  

Green Belt Review (6.5)  

24. ‘Review’ is something of a misnomer; the main thrust of the report is directed 
at identifying suitable development sites. It is also noteworthy that the date 
of the review, August 2014, is well after the Council entered into a serious 
dialogue with the promoter of site MU1; indeed it is also a year after the 
production of the promoter’s first "Master Plan" for site the area, dated 
August 2013. It is of note too that BMBC’s heavy involvement only came to 
light following Freedom of Information requests following an initial denial on 
their part. All this gives rise to a deep suspicion that the review and the 
appraisal of site MU1 was strongly influenced by the knowledge that BMBC 
was lending strong support to a major development scheme on this part of 
the Green Belt. 

25. The review gives every impression of being a "desk top" study as opposed to 
an in depth analysis based upon extensive and thorough fieldwork. Hardly 
surprising given the large number of sites within the Borough.  It assumes all 
5 purposes carry the same weight and the actual scores appear to have been 
applied in a very subjective and somewhat opaque manner. While it purports 
to assess the degree to which various sites “fulfil” the  five purposes of Green 
Belts as set out in the NPPF, the point scoring system is too simplistic and 
misguided. 

26. The report is flawed and inconsistent in its interpretation of the NPPF and 
applying the 5 tests to individual sites. It had led to skewed scoring such that 
it is difficult to understand why some sites score more than others so. The  
deficiencies have led to a series of highly unstable, unreliable and inconsistent 
conclusions which should carry little weight. 

27. Given the fundamental aim of the Green Belt set out in NPPF paragraph 794, 
the key purposes which should carry most weight in a review of this nature 
are 1, 2 and 3.  None of the settlements in the plan area could reasonably be 
regarded as historic towns so purpose 4 is irrelevant – attributing value to 
conservation areas and listed buildings is an inappropriate contrivance in 

                                       
4 See paragraph 3. 
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assessing the degree to which land contributes to the Green Belt and should 
be disregarded. As a ‘consistent baseline’ is applied to purpose 5, using this as 
a yardstick offers no assistance either.  

28. The evaluation process as set out in the Approach and Method Report places 
too much emphasis on what are referred to as “durable” boundary features; 
examples cited are motorways, public and made roads, and railways. While 
paragraph 85 of the NPPF advises that Green Belt boundaries need to be 
clearly defined, undue emphasis placed on ‘hard’ linear features, while 
‘softer’ boundaries are deemed to be ‘weak’. This approach, which permeates 
the point scoring system, is naïve and ill-judged. 

29. Much of the boundary of Proposal MU1 (or site UB2 as it is labelled in the 
Review) is irregular. Nor does much of it follow ‘hard’ linear features such as 
roads. However, it is this very irregularity that gives this area (and others like 
it) its particular charm and interest; in particular it allows tracts of the 
countryside to penetrate the built-up area. ‘Hard’ linear features, seemingly 
favoured by the authors of the GBR, tend to produce unsightly urban edges. 
The boundaries of the many dwellings that border onto the MU1 area are 
clearly defined robust physical features. They are just as durable and effective 
in defining the Green Belt boundary and containing urban sprawl as so called 
‘hard’ features. 

30. Nowhere are the shortcomings of the Review’s methodology more evident 
than in the way Proposal MU1/site UB2) has been appraised.  The conclusion 
that “the General Area is deemed to be weakly fulfilling the purposes of the 
Green Belt”5 is so outrageous that it simply beggars belief. In this respect, the 
Inspector is expressly requested asked to examine this area carefully, 
including walking the network of public footpaths that traverse it.   

31. A Green Belt boundary on the very edge of a large urban area must play a 
very strong role in checking the unrestricted sprawl of large built up areas. 
The very existence of the Green Belt here prevents the coalescence of the 
individual settlements on the fringes of the area and stops them from being 
engulfed by urban sprawl.  The score of 2/5 for UB1/MU2 in this respect is a 
travesty. Likewise, the tract of predominantly open countryside some 1km or 
so wide is a highly valuable feature that makes an important contrast with the 
more built-up areas. It is accepted that the settlements on the flanks of this 
area give an element of containment to it. This, however, makes it especially 
vulnerable to development pressure.  The score of 3/5 grossly undervalues 
the importance of this valuable and significant area of countryside.   

                                       
5 Paragraph 4.1.1.  
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32. The study acknowledges that the Green Belt here prevents the settlements on 
the edge of the land from merging into each other. However,  it then goes on 
to claim that the ‘narrow gap’ between neighbourhoods is not a green wedge 
that helps define the manner in which Barnsley’s built form has evolved. At 
5.14 under the heading ‘Urban Barnsley’, the BLP notes that the most striking 
feature is “the green infrastructure surrounding, penetrating and defining the 
built up areas around it” (5.14). This is exactly what the tract of countryside 
covered by Proposal MU1 does.  It is a key structural component of the 
physical form of what is termed ‘Urban Barnsley’. In this context the score of 
3/5 is another travesty. The land should continue to be protected by retaining 
its Green Belt status. 

Common Approach (6.6)  

33. As BMBC Barnsley has sought to lead discussions on a common approach to 
Green Belt review6 with the neighbouring authorities in the Sheffield City 
Region it is perhaps not surprising that this informed the review. This, 
however, does not mean that the methodology is sound. It is far from it. 

Approach to Green Belt Site Release (6.7)  

34. The methodology and conclusions of the Green Belt Review are flawed and 
deficient to the extent that they do not form a sound basis for releasing land 
from the Green Belt. Nor does the appraisal help demonstrate that there are 
exceptional circumstances for so doing.  For the reasons given in 6.5, there is 
no rational basis on Green Belt grounds for the release of Urban Barnsley site 
UB1/MU2.  

 

                                       
6 Green Belt Review: Approach and Method Report part 4.2 


