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URRY: Britain needs more houses, but what’s the impact on 

our countryside?   

 

FITZGERALD: This would be totally developed, if the suggestions 

went ahead and the plans went ahead. 

 

URRY: And how many houses would be here roughly in this 

area? 

 

FITZGERALD: Up to five thousand have been suggested. 

 

URRY: That’s a small town, isn’t it? 

 

FITZGERALD: Pretty well, yes. 

 

URRY: New research commissioned by this programme shows 

the numbers of homes given planning approval on greenbelt land in England has more than 

doubled in just a year, despite Government pledges to protect it.   
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FITZGERALD: The difference it would make here is just phenomenal.  

All this would go. 

 

URRY: And we reveal that even our most treasured landscapes 

are coming under threat.  Planners are allocating land for housing in Areas of Outstanding 

Natural Beauty.  The Government says its new planning system is designed to protect these 

places.  So how well is that working? 

 

ELLIS: The overall state of planning can be best described as 

being very broken.  I don’t think there’s ever been a point in the post-war era where planning 

has been as demoralised, as underfunded and lacking in strategic direction as it is now. 

 

URRY: Tonight we ask if the planning regime is up to the job 

of ensuring more homes are built for our growing families whilst also protecting the places 

we value. 

  

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

URRY: When you drive south west out of  Bristol on the A370, 

you get to a point where the city comes to a halt and the countryside opens up almost in the 

turn of a corner, and the transition from built up area to green fields is actually quite 

pronounced.  I’ve just turned onto a B road at the start of the village of Long Ashton.  I’m 

going to meet a parish councillor who is leading a campaign to fight off housing development 

proposed on greenbelt land on the other side of this valley. 

 

CAVE: You see the green fields up there.  And of course Long 

Ashton looking south overlooks all this beautiful countryside. 

 

URRY: Charles Cave is worried about the future of this area, 

following proposals from the landowner, Bristol University, to develop a thousand houses on 

this 200 acre site, which had been used for agricultural research.  And Mr Cave says the 

university site helps keep the village distinctive, stopping it joining up with Bristol. 



- 3 - 

CAVE: We wish to remain separate.  We’re a village and that’s 

very important to us, so we want a green corridor between Bristol and Long Ashton and any 

development that takes place further to the south, that is vital for us and we will fight to the 

death for that. 

 

URRY: The feeling is very strong then here, is it? 

 

CAVE: We feel strongly, yes. 

 

URRY: What is the rationale for trying to develop this piece of 

land that we’re on then? 

 

CAVE: Well, I can only guess at the university’s rationale.  

They want the money, pure and simple.  They’ve got no more use for this land now, other 

than letting it out, and they would prefer to realise the capital value. 

 

URRY: But permission to build is down to North Somerset 

Council.  Like all planning authorities, they must assess housing requirements for the next 

fifteen to twenty years and then identify the land needed to meet these requirements.  That 

goes out to consultation before a strategy is drawn up, needing the final approval of the 

Planning Inspectorate.  They are officials appointed by the Secretary of State, but who work 

independently of Government.   North Somerset, a Conservative controlled administration, 

did all this back in 2012.  Their local plan at that time was signed off as being sound - the key 

test - by a planning inspector.  But Bristol University successfully challenged that process in 

the courts.  The University’s Director of Estates, Patrick Finch, says they didn’t allow for 

enough houses. 

 

FINCH: We felt all along that the number of houses that were 

being proposed by North Somerset were too few and we’d obviously taken our own advice 

from both planning consultants and economists on that. 

 

URRY: What’s that got to do with Bristol University?  
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FINCH: It’s got everything to do, I guess, with our actions as 

prudent estate managers.  We are looking to maximise the value of a site that we no longer 

need, and if we felt that there could be a valid challenge to the planning process that was in 

place, then there seemed no reason why we wouldn’t pursue that. 

 

URRY: You stand to make a lot of money, though, if this gets 

developed into housing, don’t you? 

   

FINCH: Well, the value of the site with residential planning 

consent is certainly much greater than it is in the current university use, yes. 

 

URRY: Can you put some figures on it? 

 

FINCH: I don’t have an up to date figure.  As I say, there will 

be a significant uplift which the university would look to reinvest in its core activities in both 

Bristol and North Somerset. 

 

URRY: Millions? 

 

FINCH: Certainly millions, yes. 

 

URRY: Are you comfortable about the idea that this swathe of 

countryside, which just enjoys some protection, might get built on? 

 

FINCH: I don't think it’s for me to say that we’re comfortable.  

I think that if you look at planning policy and if you accept the need for additional housing, 

then there are going to have to be some compromises in the system. 

 

URRY: What all this led to was a reassessment by another 

planning inspector.  The council had started out with a figure of 14,000 homes.  The second 

inspector thought it should be higher and recommended it go up to almost 21,000.  North 

Somerset are worried the higher number would threaten protected areas they say they’re 

trying to preserve, like the one at Long Ashton.  So they’ve taken the unusual step of asking 
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URRY cont: the Secretary of State to intervene for a ruling. A 

decision is still pending but, according to deputy council leader Elfan Ap Rees, the authority 

should be trusted to set its own targets. 

 

AP REES: The Government talks about devolution and letting 

local authorities make all these decisions and so on, but the reality is that we make those 

decisions and then developers will appeal, a government inspector comes along, who is 

supposed to be independent, but very often follows the Government line, and the local 

community ends up completely out of the picture.  And we’ve got that situation at the 

moment in a number of our villages where residents are really concerned about new 

development taking place. 

 

URRY: Well is it that the inspectors are following what you 

describe as the Government line or is it the fact that you may have got your own calculations 

wrong? 

 

AP REES: Well, we don’t believe we’ve got our own calculations 

wrong, but the point is that those are our calculations, those are what the local community is 

saying that they want, and yet someone else is overriding that.  That is not delegating things 

to the local community to decide. 

  

URRY: If this decision that you’re waiting for doesn’t go your 

way and the higher housing number remains, then how difficult is it going to be to resist 

those applications which are targeting the green belt? 

 

AP REES: It may be very difficult. Frankly we don’t want it built 

on, the greenbelt is sacrosanct.  Simple as that. 

 

URRY: The Planning Inspectorate wouldn’t comment about 

North Somerset, because the Secretary of State is being asked to make a ruling.  But in an 

interview with File on 4, Planning Minister, Brandon Lewis, insisted that local plans were a 

matter for local decision makers. 
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LEWIS: We’ve moved away from this top-down approach to 

planning; we’re very much driving to local plans delivered by the local authority, and even 

better than that, neighbourhood plans that are developed by local communities. Very much 

local people working out what’s right for them, how to deliver it, where to deliver it, and it’s 

paying dividends. 

 

URRY: But when you get a place like North Somerset that 

says, well, we set housing numbers then the planning inspector comes along and tells us 

we’ve got to increase it by up to 50%, they say, look, these are our numbers and yet we’re 

being told to put more in it. That’s not local decision making, is it? 

  

LEWIS:   I mean, I can’t comment on particular local plans, but 

what I would say with local plans – and you might have just picked a good example of one – 

where, if you look at what the planning inspector actually says, they will look at the evidence 

put forward by the local authority and they will challenge the local authority about whether 

they have actually made housing provision for housing need they themselves in their own 

evidence identifies.  It’s a matter ultimately for the local authority about what planning and 

what housing they go forward with in their local plan.  

 

URRY: They’re absolutely clear that they’ve set a figure that is 

based on their research on housing need, but those numbers are being pushed up by the 

inspectorate and they say, well, where is the local choice in all that?  We don’t want to build 

on our greenbelt, we may end up forced to be building on our greenbelt because these 

numbers are getting pushed up. 

 

LEWIS: Well, we’re very clear, greenbelt is one of the 

environmental constraints, it’s clear in the national planning policy framework that people 

can look at and put forward as evidence about what they don’t deliver.  As I say, I can’t 

comment on a specific local plan. 

 

URRY: But new research commissioned by File on 4 shows 

greenbelt in England is getting planning permission for five times as many houses as it was 

just five years ago. Glenigan, a leading provider of construction data and market analysis, 
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URRY cont: whose customers include government agencies and 

industry, carried it out.  Economics Director Allan Wilen says the increase is significant. 

 

WILEN: If you look back over the last five years, we had 744 

projects secure planning approval for residential schemes.  And it’s climbed sort of 

progressively over the last five years to reach 1,166 in 2014/15, so that’s a 58% increase over 

that five year period.  If you look at the number of homes associated with those schemes 

though, the increase has been much sharper.  There were some 2,258 homes planned and 

approved in 2009/2010 and that has climbed progressively over the last few years.  By 

2013/14, it had reached 5,607 so quite a substantial increase there, sort of a doubling 

effectively.  But in the last year it’s doubled again to 11,977, so it’s almost five times the 

level it was just five years ago.   

 

URRY: And the biggest leap though was within that last year, 

isn’t it? 

 

WILEN: Effectively a doubling in the last year. 

 

URRY: Did it surprise you when you looked at these figures? 

 

WILEN: It did; it surprised me. There’s been quite a sharp 

increase in the number of new homes being planned.  They will be built out often in stages, 

but I think given the strength of demand now, a high probability those sites will come 

forward and will be developed over the next few years. 

 

URRY: There is broad agreement about the need for much 

more housing.  The consensus is around 250,000 new homes per year.  But, of course, where 

to put them is how the arguments start.  Professor Paul Cheshire of the London School of 

Economics says releasing a limited amount of greenbelt is no bad thing. 

  

CHESHIRE: This is very important that people realise what the 

greenbelt is about.  It is completely different from national parks or Areas of Outstanding 

Natural Beauty.  The greenbelt has absolutely nothing to do with the environmental quality of 

the land or its amenity value or even its access.  It’s simply about stopping things happening.  
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CHESHIRE cont: It’s stopping, you know, Potters Bar merging with 

Barnet.  I don’t know that the world would be a worse place if Potters Bar did merge with 

Barnet.  My view is that people who defend the greenbelt on the grounds that it’s simply 

where you can’t build just seems like cloud cuckoo land to me.  This is not a real social 

benefit, whereas Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, country parks, national parks do 

provide huge benefit.  Urban parks – huge benefit.  We need to worry about retaining quality 

land, particularly if it’s got access to it, and not be obsessed with the designation of greenbelt. 

 

URRY: So how much more greenbelt should be given up then 

for housing? 

 

CHESHIRE: Well, bear in mind that the area of just greenbelt is 

something like almost one and a half times as much as all the urban areas of England put 

together.  So you only need a tiny amount of the least environmentally attractive greenbelt to 

solve the housing land shortage for generations to come. 

 

URRY: It may be a small amount, but some areas are going to 

feel the consequences a lot more than others. 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

URRY: So we’ve come along the bottom of a valley, a 

beautiful valley with woodland all around it and high hedges, rolling fields, crops I can see on 

my right. 

 

FITZGERALD: And the other thing you can see is footpaths; all this 

countryside is quite accessible, which means that you can walk out there and you can actually 

enjoy it. 

 

URRY: Kevin Fitzgerald speaks for the Hertfordshire branch of 

the Campaign to Protect Rural England.  Because of its proximity to London, the county is 

right on the frontline of the battle between housing and designated land.  At least some part of 

every district here is in the Metropolitan greenbelt around the capital.  London’s population is 
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URRY cont: predicted to increase by two million come 2030, so 

there’s increasing pressure for limited land release.  And local populations are growing too.  

Mr Fitzgerald fears the rural character of the area is going to be seriously affected, judging by 

what he’s seeing in the plans drawn up by the districts. 

You’ve totted up some numbers, haven’t you, based on what’s been published by various 

local authorities in the county so far?  What does that come to? 

 

FITZGERALD: It comes to 34,000 houses in the greenbelt in 

Hertfordshire so far in the plans that we’ve seen published so far in their various stages. 

There are two more to come and our estimate is there might be another 10,000 houses in the 

greenbelt in those plans.  I mean there’ll be more houses than that, but these are just in the 

greenbelt. 

 

URRY: And in terms of the greenbelt then, where does 

Hertfordshire sit in the league table of greenbelt development?  

 

FITZGERALD: We are the top, in effect.  The next figure that’s 

anything like that in the country is the West Midlands, including Birmingham, where there’s 

proposals for 35,000 houses. 

 

ACTUALITY OF CHURCH BELLS RINGING 

 

URRY: The Parish of Redbourn, which lies between St Albans 

and Hemel Hempstead.  It has a 900 year old church.  In the little lane leading down to the 

church a workhouse was rebuilt in the year 1790 and opposite that a typical village pub called 

The Hollybush.  It’s no surprise to find that a pretty place like this has greenbelt all around it, 

but here too, that’s under threat.  And I’m off to see the man who is leading the campaign to 

try to stop it.  He lives right next to fields where houses may one day get built. 

 

ACTUALITY WALKING DOWN PATH, KNOCK AT DOOR 

 

URRY: David, hi, nice to meet you. 

 

MITCHELL: Hello, Allan. 
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URRY: Shall we go on through? 

 

MITCHELL: Yes, of course. 

 

URRY: David Mitchell is Chairman of the parish council. His 

village lies close by Hemel Hempstead to the west, but it’s actually part of St Alban’s district. 

The land in question is a swathe of around 225 hectares, not far from the M1.  

 

MITCHELL: The land would see 2,500 houses being built on it, in 

addition to possibly another 1,500 houses that would be built on non-greenbelt land adjacent 

to it, so that’s a total housing figure of possibly 4,000 – even more houses.  I mean, Redbourn 

village itself has got just over 2,000 houses, so you’re creating something bigger than the size 

of Redbourn all in one go and that worries me a lot.  If you start saying, well, the greenbelt is 

an available land supply for development, you can use it when you want to, when you have 

to, within fifty years I think a lot of it will go.  You’re losing the countryside.  If, like me, you 

value that, you know, that is a tragedy. 

 

URRY: Just like North Somerset, there are big players waiting 

in the wings.  David Mitchell says he’s worried about the influence of a prominent 

landowner, the Crown Estate, which has one of the nation’s largest rural portfolios.  Its 

overall assets are valued at £10 billion.  Profits go back to the Treasury.  

 

MITCHELL: They are obviously a very rich organisation, if you 

like, whose mission is to make as much money for the Government really - rather than the 

Crown - as possible, and round here at the moment, even though it’s very good agricultural 

land, the land is only worth about £25,000 per hectare as agricultural land.  If it became 

development land it’s worth, I’m told, about £4.4 million per hectare.  So the difference is 

that the land around here that they’re talking about building on, 125 hectares, instead of being 

worth a few million would be worth half a billion pounds. 

 

URRY: The Crown Estate told us it was too early to say what 

land values might be.  David Mitchell’s figures may represent the higher end, but whatever 

their worth, the proposals have the backing of the Estate.  In a statement we were told: 
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READER IN STUDIO: As owners of the land, we will continue to engage the 

local community and councils about how sustainable housing and employment proposals 

could be brought forward here, protecting other more important land in the area. 

 

URRY: St Albans Council say they’ve got very few choices if 

they’re to provide for future generations. 

  

DALY: We have about two thousand births per annum and 

about one thousand deaths per annum so we’ve got a thousand youngsters coming into the 

housing market, if you like. Where are they going to live in the next twenty years?  That’s the 

fundamental decision we’re grappling with. 

 

URRY: Conservative Julian Daly is the council leader. He says 

to meet that projected local demand, building on greenbelt has to be considered, because it’s 

more than 80% of the land around the district.   

 

DALY: We reckon about five thousand of the nine thousand 

houses that will be required over a twenty year period can be built in brownfield sites.  But if 

we’re going to deliver nine thousand houses and we can build perhaps five thousand in 

brownfield sites, we would have to look at greenbelt sites.  If we don’t build the houses, our 

children won’t be able to live in this area. 

 

URRY: But you’re vulnerable really to inward migration, 

aren’t you?  It’s a lovely place to live and it’s very close to London, and the greenbelt is there 

to stop that sprawl. 

 

DALY: There seems to be a view that it’s all about inward 

migration. 

 

URRY: Well some of it must be, mustn’t it? 

 

DALY: Yes.  Of the demographic picture that we were looking 

at, less than 15% of that is inward migration.  85% of it is this growth of population, the fact 

that we’ve had to build a number of primary schools as a community.  We’re now at the point 
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DALY cont: of having to build another secondary school in 

Harpenden, which is the town to the north of St Albans.  Clearly there is a pressure there.  At 

some point those primary school children are going to feed into the secondary school, the 

secondary school is going to feed into the housing market.  We are very keen - and this has 

more support - that the type of housing that gets built in the greenbelt, if anything gets built in 

the greenbelt, are smaller houses. 

 

URRY: The council hopes around 40% would be social or 

affordable housing if members vote for the draft plan, and if it’s then signed off by a planning 

inspector.  But that’s still to come. The leader says he wants to take the community with him 

on whatever plan is put up for official scrutiny.  But the choices are stark.  Neighbouring 

authorities have so far indicated they’re unlikely to be able to help the district meet its 

housing needs by offering sites of their own. So it’s either greenbelt land for development or 

not building enough houses to provide for a growing community.  For Hugh Ellis, Head of 

Policy at the Town and Country Planning Association, these sorts of dilemmas highlight a 

need for big picture thinking, led by Government. 

 

ELLIS: There is a strong case for review in greenbelt - so long 

as you do it strategically, in our view, so long as you do it with the importance of sustainable 

development in mind.  The issue about London’s greenbelt is yes, let’s review it, but let’s not 

do it in a piecemeal fashion.  Let’s do it as a conversation about the future of the South of 

England.  London’s greenbelt is a very, very valuable resource and it should be treated as 

such. 

 

URRY: Well Hertfordshire feels it’s right on the front line, at 

least those opposed to greenbelt development in Hertfordshire say that they’re now under 

increasing pressure. Are they right about that? 

  

ELLIS: They are on the front line because they are on the front 

line of a debate about the future of the nation, which is very difficult to resolve just locally. Is 

the future of the nation going to be about concentrated growth in the South East?  Is it going 

to be about more even development?  Are we going to have bolt-on housing estates without 

the proper infrastructure or are we going to have highly sustainable new communities?  Now 

look, you know, the local authorities are not the only player in settling that debate.  National  
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ELLIS cont:  Government has to play a role in helping people 

decide how we're going to manage the future of England and particularly where development 

pressures are very high.   

 

URRY: The Government’s own National Policy Planning 

Framework states greenbelt can be built on, but only in exceptional circumstances.  It’s down 

to each local authority to argue those particular circumstances for their area.  Yet greenbelt 

serves a much broader purpose, a point I put to Planning Minister Brandon Lewis. 

The greenbelt itself is a strategic planning construct, isn’t it?  And what’s happening is that 

local authorities are making the decisions about whether they build piecemeal on bits of it, 

but it’s really a strategic issue.  You know, the Metropolitan greenbelt around London is there 

to stop London swallowing up Hertfordshire and other places. 

  

LEWIS: That's why the greenbelt boundaries themselves can 

only be altered using the local planning process.  They have to go through public consultation 

and an independent examination through the Planning Inspectorate.  So it’s that side of it, the 

strategic side of it and the purpose of a greenbelt is still there and we reinvigorated, made 

very clear in just October last year the importance of greenbelt and gave that confirmation to 

the local authorities and planning inspectors that greenbelt should only be developed in those 

exceptional circumstances. 

 

URRY: So how come the numbers given approval have 

doubled in more than twelve months then, if you want to see the preservation of the green 

belt in all but exceptional circumstances?   

 

LEWIS: We were also very, very clear; it’s for local authorities 

to work out what is right for them locally.  They are democratically accountable locally, they 

have to consult with people locally on these things.  And if a local authority wants to re-

evaluate its greenbelt boundary, it has to go through public consultation as part of the local 

plan and independent examination as well. 
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URRY: While there’s a debate to be had about whether small 

amounts of greenbelt are worth giving up, there’s even pressure for development in our most 

treasured and most protected landscapes - those designated Areas of Outstanding Natural 

Beauty.  

 

ACTUALITY OF BIRDSONG 

 

URRY: Britain has 46 AONBs - that’s 18% of our countryside.  

Places so precious and with such distinctive character, it’s deemed in the nation’s interest to 

safeguard them.  That’s been the case since 1949 under the National Parks and Access to the 

Countryside Act.  The primary purpose of their designation is to conserve and enhance the 

natural beauty of the landscape.  I’ve come to one of the 33 in England - the North Wessex 

Downs. 

 

ACTUALITY OF CAR DOOR CLOSING 

 

OLIVER: This is the Ridgway, possibly the oldest road in 

Britain.  Certainly thousands of years old …. Which crosses … 

 

URRY: Henry Oliver is director of the North Wessex AONB 

unit that works with nine local authorities to help them fulfil their legal duties to the Downs.  

 

OLIVER: We are up on Berry Down, which is right on top of the 

Downs on the Oxfordshire/Berkshire border.  It’s High Chalk Downs.  Some parts of it have 

wonderful chalk grass and full of fabulous flowers and other wildlife, including wonderful 

farmland birds like skylarks.  Other bits are very much arable farmed landscape. 

 

URRY: From here there’s a view of land down in the valley 

which is earmarked for a major housing development within the boundaries of North Wessex 

- something which its protected status would usually forbid. 

 

OLIVER: The proposal from the local authority at the moment in 

their local plan is that there should be sites for 1,400 houses on greenfield sites in the AONB 

with a possible further reserve site for another 2,000 also in the AONB, all on agricultural land. 
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URRY: According to Henry Oliver, 1,400 homes represents the 

biggest proposed housing development by far on any AONB site.  They’ll be gathered around 

a growing science and innovation campus at Harwell, within the protected area.  Harwell has 

an impressive cast list - the European Space Agency, the Atomic Energy Authority and 

Diamond Light Source: the UK’s synchrotron facility, producing intense light beams for 

medical and scientific research.  For the local authority, what’s driving up housing need is 

economic growth, partly thanks to the science campus.  The authority calculates 20,000 more 

jobs are on the way.  Vale of White Horse District Council leader, Matthew Barber, says they 

have to plan accordingly. 

 

BARBER: We have a high housing target that we need to meet 

and we’re determined to meet that in the best way that provides communities that can thrive 

for the future.  Now we have judged in this case that that includes this site in the AONB next 

to a major employment site, which fits with our economic growth strategy and allows us to 

provide infrastructure to make that community work.  The alternative to that, we fear, would 

be unsustainable additions to other communities elsewhere in the district, which simply 

cannot cope with the infrastructure demands that that would place.  We think that the site at 

Harwell is, if not unique, very unusual in the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, because it 

is already a heavily developed site, despite being an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 

 

URRY: So that’s the two wrongs make a right argument then, 

isn’t it? 

 

BARBER: Well, no, because planning is about context and not 

just about pure policy designations. 

 

URRY: It’s either within a protected landscape or it isn’t. 

 

BARBER: It is in a protected landscape, but also already within 

that protected landscape we have the diamond synchrotron large science facility visible from 

space and we already have housing in there.  I think we need to look at it in that context of 

the local area, and we’ve been through a pretty exhaustive process of looking at all of the 

potential available land in the district and ranking that and trying to find where the most 

appropriate site for further development is. 
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URRY: When the authority’s latest plan comes before the 

inspectorate later in the year,  it will argue the case for housing at Harwell because of 

exceptional circumstances, which is the get out clause in Government policy. But for the 

North Wessex Downs AONB director, Henry Oliver, that case doesn’t stack up. 

 

OLIVER: This is a fantastic landscape.  This has been here for 

thousands of years. This is treasured by hundreds, thousands of people.  People come from all 

over the world to walk the Ridgeway national trail, its world famous.  The idea that that’s 

worth trading off this wonderful landscape against a relatively short term economic boost is 

not one that I find acceptable.  It’s very short term and it doesn’t respect the value of the 

landscape. 

 

URRY: Given the importance of the work that goes on in that 

enterprise zone that we’re looking down on now. Isn’t it worth this trade off, having some 

houses there for people who might be contributing to Britain’s scientific efforts and give us a 

lead on the international stage?  Isn’t that worth a trade off?  

 

OLIVER: We’re very proud to have Harwell in the AONB.  As 

far as we know we’re the only protected landscape with an enterprise zone in it, with this 

kind of high tech centre, and they themselves market it partly on the basis of the fabulous 

landscape they sit in.  And our view is that the landscape setting should be respected and 

enhanced, because that’s what the local authority is obliged to do by law and that’s what  

Government planning policy says should happen and that’s what we're here to do an AONB 

partnership - not trashed with a massive housing estate. 

 

URRY: This area may not be alone.  File on 4 has seen the 

results of a survey of local planning authorities by Natural England, the Government’s 

advisory body on countryside matters.  It’s not been widely published, 37% of those councils 

had housing allocations in or around Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. That would add 

up to 30,000 houses within the boundaries and another 20,000 just outside.  For Henry Oliver 

in the North Wessex Downs, it’s a disturbing picture. 
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OLIVER: I'm worried.  I think everyone who cares about these 

landscapes is worried.  I think we’re at a crossroads where we have to make a decision about 

whether places like this really matter to us for the long term and whether that means therefore 

they are a block on the kind of growth and development that would spoil them for future 

generations irrevocably or whether actually they’re fair game and anything goes and it really 

doesn't matter.  

 

URRY: For one local authority in Kent, that decision has 

already been taken. 

 

ACTUALITY OF GATE OPENING AND FOOTSTEPS 

 

LLOYD: Well, we’re walking now along the sort of western 

edge of the Western Heights fortifications and coming up on our right here is the Drop 

Redoubt, which was the main fortification area within which there were barracks. 

 

URRY: This goes back to Napoleonic times, doesn’t it? 

  

LLOYD: Absolutely, yes. 

 

URRY: What was it built for? 

 

LLOYD: It was built as one of the major defences against 

potential invasion across the channel. 

 

URRY: Any bluebirds over the white cliffs of Dover would be 

looking down on the remains of these sturdy but overgrown ruins, high up on the western 

side of the harbour.  

We’ve got level with it now, it’s all fenced off, but it’s a spectacular fortification.  A lot of it 

is grassed over, but you can see the big defensive walls.  It’s a site of great importance as 

well, isn’t it?  

 

LLOYD: Yes, it’s all part of the Scheduled Ancient Monument 

conservation area and listed buildings as well, so yes, it’s of great national significance. 
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URRY: Brian Lloyd, of the Campaign to Protect Rural 

England, says Dover District Council wants to turn this into a tourist attraction. A chance has 

come their way with developers willing to offer millions of pounds towards the cost of its 

transformation. 

 

LLOYD: As you can see, it’s very much a ruin as it is now, so 

there’s lots of work to be done to upgrade it, to make it a sort of a living visitor experience 

for people, and the idea is that it will be a major tourist attraction to sort of mirror Dover 

Castle, which is on the other side in front of us.  We have no problem with that whatsoever 

and we see that as a major asset for the local town and for the local economy. 

 

URRY: But there’s a catch. The CPRE says heritage 

contributions of £5 million from developers depend on them being able to build within the 

boundaries of the protected Kent Downs, just over the hill behind us. 

 

ACTUALITY OF FOOTSTEPS AND GATE 

 

URRY: Just get through the gate …. 

Brian Lloyd believes that’s an unacceptable trade-off. 

So where will that housing go then if it goes ahead? 

 

LLOYD: Well the housing development will go on that green 

area we can see there, but beyond - and you’ll see there's a boundary at the end of that green 

site and you’ll see another green field beyond that, and the housing will go into that area as 

well.  So we’re looking at some quite significant housing - in fact we’re looking at in excess 

of six hundred dwellings on this area of land.  I think here, where we’re looking at a major, 

large-scale, significant housing development; I think that’s the sort of development that the 

AONB protection is intended to stop. 

 

URRY: Dover District Council took a different view and 

approved planning permission.  The Government’s own advisory body, Natural England, the 

Kent Downs AONB unit and the National Trust all put their weight behind the objections, as 

did the CPRE.  They even asked the Secretary of State to intervene. 
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LLOYD: We all thought that this was of such significance, of 

national significance that it shouldn’t be left to the District Council to come to a decision on, 

so we wrote to the Secretary of State; all of us wrote to the Secretary of State separately, 

asking for him to call in this application for his determination.  Now what that would mean, if 

he’d called it in, there would have been a public inquiry, where all the issues surrounding this 

would have been properly discussed and the Secretary of State ultimately would have made a 

decision.  What happened then was that the Secretary of State decided not to call it in.  He 

felt it was of no more than local significance. 

  

URRY: What did you make of that judgment? 

 

LLOYD: Well, we were actually astounded by that decision. 

 

URRY: In the latest move, the CPRE has applied to the courts 

for leave for a judicial review of the council’s decision to grant planning permission.  They’re 

trying to argue the process by which the authority came to its decision was flawed.  It’s the 

last throw of the dice for those hoping to save the area from major development.  No one 

from Dover District Council would be interviewed. But in a statement we were told: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The effect of the development on the Kent Downs 

AONB was carefully considered by the Council when it took its decision to approve the 

application.  Owing to the current legal proceedings to seek a judicial review of the Council’s 

decision, we do not consider it is appropriate to make any further comment. 

 

URRY: The developers refused to comment at all.  So I asked 

Planning Minister, Brandon Lewis, why his Department didn’t step in. 

Dover has approved a large scale scheme within its area, hasn’t it?  The former boss of your 

Department, Eric Pickles, refused to call that one in. 

  

LEWIS: Well, we can only call things in where there is a 

particular process that’s followed …. 

 

URRY: There was a process followed. 
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LEWIS: It is quite unusual for us to call these in.  Government 

rarely does call planning issues because they are decisions that are made by local authorities 

and we do what we can to make sure they are made by those local authorities.  That’s a 

matter for them in their planning office. 

  

URRY: Yes but you and your colleagues there in the 

Department are custodians of the broader landscape, aren’t you?  What I’m asking, I suppose, 

is where is the custodianship here in one of our most protected areas? 

   

LEWIS: Well, the protection for Areas of Outstanding Natural 

Beauty is in the National Planning Policy Framework. 

  

URRY: Well, Natural England, which is your own sort of 

expert advice on this had conducted a survey of Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty units 

and that showed there are proposals for about 30,000 houses in these areas and another 

20,000 bordering them, so where is the protection? 

 

LEWIS: What a developer might be proposing to do compared 

to what a local authority or indeed a planning inspector will approve are not necessarily the 

same thing. 

 

URRY: But local authorities are in some cases going along 

with this, aren’t they, because they’ve got land supply issues or other problems?  

 

LEWIS: Well, again if local authority is going through the local 

planning process, they will look at what is right for them, in consultation with their local 

community.  But ultimately that protection is there.  The NPPF is very clear about 

environmental constraints.  Greenbelt is one of them; Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty 

are another.   

 

URRY: For the Town and Country Planning Association, it’s 

not enough to leave these kinds of decisions to charities, courts and councils. Head of Policy, 

Hugh Ellis, argues that’s leading to inconsistency and uncertainty.  He’s calling for more 

involvement from Government. 
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ELLIS: We can’t just leave it solely to local authorities to 

account and make for these decisions with a system that’s this dysfunctional.  Nowhere else 

in North West Europe tries to organise itself solely at this local level and our view is that 

localism – great; neighbourhood planning – fantastic, but you can’t abandon communities to 

work just on their own.  You have to set a framework for them that allows for their 

sustainable development.  

 

URRY: Doesn’t the national framework though offer all that 

guidance that you’re talking about?  Doesn’t it effectively prescribe what to do? 

 

ELLIS: It’s an interesting framework, but for example it 

contains no coherent definition of what sustainable development is meant to mean.  I fear that 

you’ll get some of this development perhaps in some very inappropriate places, built to not a 

very good standard before we relearn the lesson about why we need good strong democratic 

planning, and that will be a terrible shame, because actually this nation pioneered decent 

planning and now it seems to have to relearn that lesson. 

 

URRY: Have you ever known a time like this then in your 

career in planning? 

 

ELLIS: No.  The overall state of planning can be best described 

as very broken.  I don’t think there’s ever been a point in the post-war era where planning has 

been as demoralised, as underfunded and lacking in strategic direction as it is now. 

  

URRY: For the Government, Brandon Lewis is not having any 

of that. He insists decision-making should remain bottom-up, not top-down. He says that’s 

already produced a record number of planning approvals – 253,000 last year.  And he claims 

there’s plenty of protection for the countryside in place as well. 

 

LEWIS: The National Planning Policy Framework is actually 

very clear.  Great weight should be given to conserving landscape and scenic beauty in Areas 

of Outstanding Natural Beauty, and planning permission should be refused for major 

developments in these, except in exceptional circumstances and where it can be demonstrated 

that it’s in the public interest. 
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URRY: Well, if your system is so clear, why does the Town 

and Country Planning Association tell us that it’s broken, it’s a demoralised system, it’s 

underfunded, it’s lacking in strategic direction?  They’re the experts, aren’t they? 

 

LEWIS: Well, I can’t answer that.  I think they’re wrong.  I 

think we’ve got a system now that trusts local people to make those decisions, has been 

proven to work. 

 

URRY: What they’re saying is, this is a matter of geography, 

not politics, you know.  If you want this done geographically correctly, it is time for 

Government to get back in the arena and start offering better strategic direction - whatever 

form that may take. 

 

LEWIS: Well, the reality is, local authorities have that ability to 

look at what is right for them locally with their local plans.  They have a duty to cooperate, to 

work across local authorities as well.  And that system is delivering the planning permissions 

we need with a growing level of support for development in those areas that have gone 

through that process.  I trust local people to work out what is right for them locally and I 

think we have to do that if we want to see acceptance and support for development continue 

to grow. 

  

URRY: So, communities are now faced with difficult and 

complex choices - some of which will be of strategic or even national importance.  Where do 

you put the houses you need on countryside you would like to keep?  The evidence in this 

programme shows that important landscapes are under pressure, and the research we 

commissioned demonstrates local decision-makers are giving up greenbelt to meet demand.  

The one certainty is that more and more people are going to have to wrestle with that trade-

off in the years to come.  

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 


