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Towards a future vision for the Green Belt
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Where did it all start…?
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Where are there Green Belts?



Green Belt in the UK

The Metropolitan Green Belt – some key dates

1580 QEI forbids building within 3 miles of London to prevent 
plague and protect adequate supply of farmland

1907 Land acquired for Green Belt around Letchworth
1938 Green Belt Act protects land to NW of city
1944 London Plan calls for GB around whole city
1947 Planning Act nationalises right to develop land
1949 National Parks Act establishes AONBs
1955 National Green Belt policy established
1958 Surrey Hills AONB designated
1959 Green Belt fully designated in local plans
1965 Creation of Chilterns AONB
1968 Creation of Kent Downs AONB
1986 Completion of M25 running through MGB 
2007 Regional Spatial Strategies propose major 

urban extensions into GB, particularly in 
Herts and Essex



Green Belt in the UK

Green Belts are well known… and 
popular

� 86% of the public have some 
knowledge of Green Belts

� 84% of the public want Green 
Belts to be kept open and 
undeveloped
(source: MORI poll for CPRE, 2005)
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What are Green Belts and what do 
they do?

•Defined in policy (PPG2 and 
development plans) not law (except 
in one case)
•Local authorities able to amend 
boundary in ‘exceptional 
circumstances’
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What are Green Belts and what do 
they do?

•Five purposes - stop sprawl; 
protect setting of historic towns; 
protect the countryside from 
encroachment; encourage urban 
regeneration; prevent towns from 
merging
•Objectives of encouraging 
access, sport and agriculture 
strictly secondary to the purposes 
and not a factor in themselves in 
designation
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It doesn’t have to be like this…



Green Belt in the UK

If London sprawled 60 miles from its centre…
It would engulf:

• Brighton (48 miles)
• Cambridge (50)
• Oxford (52)
• Canterbury (55)
• Hastings (55)
• Eastbourne (56)
• Northampton (59)
- and nearly to
Winchester (61 miles)!
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What are AONBs and what do they 
do?

•Defined by law – National 
Parks Act 1949
•Purposes to conserve and 
enhance natural beauty; seek to 
foster economic and social well-
being of local communities
•SoS, not local authority, 
amends boundary
•Development can happen if 
sympathetic to landscape
•A management plan must be 
published (CRoW Act 2000)
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Green Belt around London
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We can’t take Green Belt for granted
•150,000 new dwellings 
planned on Green Belt across 
England in next 20 years 
•1,100 ha lost every year 
since 1997 and 45,240 
dwellings built on GB land
•Death by a thousand cuts –
not just housing but ports, 
airports, pylons, roads...
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Why still protect the Green Belt 
areas outside the AONBs?

- We need our agricultural 
land
- A sizeable heritage and 
access asset
- Substantial amount done –
country and regional parks, 
community forests, NGO 
purchases – and still to do
- AND ...purposes are still
as valid as ever



Green Belt in the UK

New homes are potentially the biggest 
challenge - where should they go?

• Enough brownfield land for over 1m 
homes 

• 663,000 empty homes
•60,000 untapped plots in London 

alone
•Affordable housing in GB on a small 

well-planned scale
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3 million new homes – can we supply 
them?

2001: 668,000 more dwellings than 
households

2006/7: 199,000 new dwellings after five 
years of consistent increases in supply

340,000 further dwellings are locked up in 
developer landbanks

Developer landbanks up 40%; completions 
only 15% (1998 – 2006)
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Planning Act 2008 and Green Belts 

• NPSs – ‘will properly set out 
GB policy’ BUT…
•Significant threats from airport 
expansion, new pylons, 
motorways, pipelines etc
•IPC can authorise purchase of 
1938 Act land in development 
consent orders
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Is CPRE a lone voice in the wilderness?

Government– rhetoric v 
reality
UK Foresight – questioning 
‘urban containment’
Natural England – call for 
‘refresh’
RTPI – focus on quality 
funded by new development
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CPRE’s vision for the Green Belt

•It will still be there 
•More people will get 
out and use it 
• Consistently better 
practice on access and 
landscape recovery
•Address food security 
and the environmental 
impacts of farming
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Green Belt around London
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How do we get more from our Green Belts?

Working with Sustain 
and Myerscough
College in Bristol, 
London and 
Merseyside...
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Green Belts for a Greener future -
survey

Two main audiences
• General public
• Landowners and land managers

We want to know 
•How people use the Green Belt 
•People’s aspirations – more farming, 
forests, biodiversity, green 
infrastructure?
•How to address obstacles – fly-tipping, 
untidiness
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A Greener future?
Need vehicles:
•Brands – eg Oxford Green Belt way 
•Trusts – eg Groundwork
• Partnerships – eg Thames Chase 
Community Forest, Colne Valley 
Regional Park and with NGOs such 
as NT, WTs...

Local distinctiveness important – but 
Green Belt gives it the fair chance it 
relies on 
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Why do we need to cherish our Green 
Belts?

•They’re popular – but vulnerable
•Ready-made basis for action – they already 
have widespread support 

•Meet the food needs of future generations
•Allow our cities to make the best of change

•Please contact me with your ideas and views…

E-mail: paulm@cpre.org.uk; 020 7981 2830


