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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 This report supports the representation submitted by the Strategic Planning and Research 
Unit (‘SPRU’) of DLP Planning Ltd (‘DLP’) on behalf of The Beaconsfield Society in objection 
to the Submission Version of the Chiltern and South Bucks Local Plan 2036. This 
representation is made in the context of our client’s objection to the Sustainability Appraisal 
(‘SA’) undertaken to ensure the plan accords with relevant legislation and the associated 
requirements for legal compliance. 

1.2 The Chiltern & South Bucks Local Plan 2036 identifies a need for 15,260 new homes and 
244,000 sqm (net) economic development floorspace (Land Use Class B) over the plan 
period1. A proportion of this need is proposed to be provided through the allocation of 11 new 
strategic sites (BP2 to BP12), providing a total of 5,200 homes and 56,000 sqm economic 
floorspace. These sites, totalling 7.83sq km, are currently situated within the 
Buckinghamshire Green Belt and therefore would need to be removed before being 
allocated.   

1.3 This report is structured as follows: 

 Section 2 summarises the Councils’ approach to preparing the plan, previous stages 
of consultation (and associated work on the Sustainability Appraisal process);  

 Section 3 summarises the relevant legislation associated with the requirements for 
Sustainability Appraisal / Strategic Environmental Assessment (SA/SEA) and our 
approach to preparing this Report;  

 Section 4 deals with the Councils’ approach to preparing the spatial strategy and 
identification of reasonable alternatives to the preferred spatial option, including 
whether the ‘do nothing’ scenario meets relevant requirements; 

 Section 5 addresses the Development Options Appraisal process and selection of site-
specific alternatives, including the Land East of Beaconsfield (site BP9) in order to 
assess whether the Councils give adequate reasons for the options selected; 

 Section 6 introduces the Councils’ approach to identifying and assessing significant 
effects associated with the development of the Land East of Beaconsfield and the 
potential impacts and consequent effects for sustainable development; 

 Section 7 discusses the specific findings of the Sustainability Appraisal and Habitats 
Regulations Assessment processes for Land East of Beaconsfield during the course 
of plan preparation to assess whether this confirms changes in the Councils’ evidence 
base; and 

 Section 8 summarises and provides conclusions on issues relevant to the 
environmental assessment. 

1.4 This report should be read alongside the other representations prepared by SPRU, including 
the ‘Review of Housing Need and Supply’, the ‘Review of Green Belt Assessment and 
Exceptional Circumstances’ and the main ‘Objections to the Chiltern and South 
Buckinghamshire Local Plan 2036 Regulation 19 consultation’ report. 

 

  

 
1 Although this contradicts the figure contained in paragraph 6.6.7 of the Draft Plan which states a 
requirement of 122,000 sqm. 
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2.0 OVERVIEW OF THE SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISAL AND LOCAL PLAN PREPARATION 
PROCESS 

2.1 This Report, providing a review of the Councils’ Sustainability Appraisal and proposed spatial 
strategy considers, inter alia: 

 Sustainability Appraisal of the Chiltern and South Bucks Local Plan Regulation 19 SA 
Report Volumes 1 and 2 (Main Report and Appendices) (June 2019) (Lepus 
Consulting); 

 Sustainability Appraisal for Chiltern and South Bucks District Councils Regulation 18 
Green Belt Preferred Options (September 20172); 

 Sustainability Appraisal of the Chiltern and South Bucks Local Plan Initial Consultation 
(Regulation 18) Incorporating Issues and Options (Jan 2016) (Lepus Consulting); 

 Habitats Regulations Assessment of the Chiltern and South Bucks Local Plan HRA 
Screening Document (January 2017) (Lepus Consulting); and 

 Habitats Regulations Assessment of the Chiltern and South Bucks Local Plan - Report 
to Inform the Habitats Regulations Assessment (June 2019) (Lepus Consulting). 

2.2 Table 2.1 of the June 2019 Sustainability Appraisal report provides a useful outline of the 
timing of each of the published reports against the relevant stage of plan preparation: 

Figure 1. Chiltern and South Bucks Joint Local Plan Preparation Timescales 

 

  

 
2 As confirmed in Paragraphs 1.1.2 and 1.2.1 of the September 2017 SA, the document does not constitute 
an Environmental Report in-line with the SEA Directive: this version of the SA has not been subject to public 
consultation and was prepared to help inform the Councils’ preparation of the Joint Local Plan 
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2.3 Footnote 15 of this table is relevant to the Sustainability Appraisal of the Green Belt Preferred 
Options consultation. This confirms that the ‘Sustainability Appraisal for Chiltern and South 
Bucks District Councils, Regulation 18, Green Belt Preferred Options’ (September 2017) 
substantially post-dates public consultation on the Preferred Options document and by 
extension the identification of the sites themselves. 

2.4 The SA of the Regulation 19 Local Plan (June 2019) is the first assessment of the Councils’ 
proposed development strategy and full suite of proposed Local Plan policies. 

2.5 The June 2019 SA Report must comply with the Environmental Assessment of Plans and 
Programmes Regulations 2004 (the Regulations), which implement the requirements of the 
European Directive 2001/42/EC (‘the SEA Directive’). It is therefore essential that the 
Regulations and the SEA Directive are followed very carefully and that the June 2019 SA 
Report is examined fully to ensure compliance. 
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3.0 OUR APPROACH TO REVIEWING THE COUNCILS’ EVIDENCE 

3.1 This Report assesses the Councils’ reasons for selection of the preferred spatial strategy, 
incorporating the proposed allocation of Land East of Beaconsfield as set out in Policy SP 
BP9. In order to explore concerns with the approach adopted, this assessment provides 
reference to relevant aspects of national policy and guidance, applicable legislation and best 
practice examples.  

3.2 The key question for this assessment is to ensure that the Councils’ evidence has 
consistently supported the selected strategy. In relation to the proposed allocation at Land 
East of Beaconsfield this is an issue that must be considered from the outset of the Councils’ 
plan-making process. The Councils’ Issues and Options consultation (January 2016) first 
identifies the potential contribution of development East of Beaconsfield (and the associated 
release of land from the Green Belt) as a component of the planned strategy. In relation to 
the proposed allocation of the site as a component of the spatial strategy we will address 
three key strands relevant to the Sustainability Appraisal process: 

a) The scale and distribution of development as a question of spatial strategy and ‘spatial 
fit’; 

b) Reasonable Alternatives to the Councils’ Preferred Options; and 

c) Environmental effects, consequential harm and Green Belt impacts associated with the 
Councils’ reasons for selecting Land East of Beaconsfield 

a) Interpretation of Sustainability Appraisal Requirements 

3.3 The judgment of Justice Sales in Ashdown Forest Economic Development LLP v Secretary 
of State for Communities and Local Government [2014] EWHC 406 (Admin) (21 February 
2014) is a comprehensive authority on how deficiencies with the Strategic Environmental 
Assessment/Sustainability Appraisal might be upheld in terms of compliance with relevant 
legislation. We have considered the findings of this judgment in our assessment. 

3.4 Paragraphs 96 and 97 of the judgment set out as follows: 

“It is open to the plan-making authority, in the course of an iterative process of 
examination of possible alternatives, “to reject alternatives at an early stage of the 
process and, provided there is no change of circumstances, to decide that it is 
unnecessary to revisit them”; “But this is subject to the important proviso that 
reasons have been given for the rejection of the alternatives, that those reasons are 
still valid if there has been any change in the proposals in the draft plan or any other 
material change of circumstances and that the consultees are able, whether by 
reference to the part of the earlier assessment giving the reasons or by summary of 
those reasons or, if necessary, by repeating them, to know from the assessment 
accompanying the draft plan what those reasons are”: Save Historic Newmarket Ltd 
v Forest Heath District Council , [16]-[17]. It may be that a series of stages of 
examination leads to a preferred option for which alone a full strategic assessment 
is done, and in that case outline reasons for the selection of the alternatives dealt 
with at the various stages and for not pursuing particular alternatives to the 
preferred option are required to be given: Heard v Broadland 17 DC , [66]-[71]. As 
Ouseley J put it in Heard , in this sort of case “The failure to give reasons for the 
selection of the preferred option is in reality a failure to give reasons why no other 
alternatives were selected for assessment or comparable assessment at that stage” 
([70]).  
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A plan-making authority has an obligation under the SEA Directive to conduct an 
equal examination of alternatives which it regards as reasonable alternatives to its 
preferred option (interpreting the Directive in a purposive way, as indicated by the 
Commission in its guidance: see Heard v Broadland DC at [71]). The court will be 
alert to scrutinise its choices regarding reasonable alternatives to ensure that it is 
not seeking to avoid that obligation by saying that there are no reasonable 
alternatives or by improperly limiting the range of such alternatives which is 
identified. However, the Directive does not require the authority to embark on an 
artificial exercise of selecting as putative “reasonable alternatives,” for full strategic 
assessment alongside its preferred option, alternatives which can clearly be seen, 
at an earlier stage of the iterative process in the course of working up a strategic 
plan and for good planning reasons, as not in reality being viable candidates for 
adoption.” (Our emphasis) 

3.5 This explanation sits within the context of acknowledging that there is substantial scope for 
remedy in terms of a planning authority’s ability to demonstrate that the requirements of 
relevant legislation have been satisfied. However, the imperative is to ensure that the outputs 
from the process perform the function of an environmental report.  

3.6 Annex I (a – j) of the SEA Directive sets out a list of information necessary to support the 
assessment, which are substantial in nature in terms of ensuring that effects can be properly 
identified and distinguished. These dimensions encompass the objectives of the plan or 
programme; its relationship to other plans or programmes; baseline conditions; other 
environmental protection objectives; and identifying opportunities for avoidance and 
mitigation as well as giving reasons for the selected alternative. 

3.7 In relation to the assessment of alternatives this should be undertaken on a comparable basis 
to the preferred option. Whether the degree of information provided is sufficient to allow the 
likely significant effects to be properly assessed is a matter of planning judgement. Scope for 
remedy exists where the assessment process appears to ‘rubber stamp’ the selected 
strategy without full recourse to previous evidence where good planning reasons have 
nonetheless been demonstrated as part of the iterative process.  

3.8 However, where the evidence has changed, deficiencies in the Councils’ basis for the 
assessment and identification of effects in relation to the information to be given for the 
purpose of Annex I of the Directive may amount to a breach of the legal requirements. In 
those circumstances the local planning authority may not be able to make reference to (or 
repeat) its previous reasons for selecting or rejecting alternatives to the strategy; nor could it 
demonstrate that the positive or adverse effects of alternatives had been assessed on a 
comparable basis against the same evidence for achieving the plan’s objectives. 

3.9 We contend that the Councils have constrained the scope of the environment report in a 
manner that prevents the identification and testing of reasonable alternatives to the planned 
strategy. Furthermore, the approach to plan-making means that relevant changes to the 
plan’s evidence base have been ignored. These factors could alter the Councils’ reasons for 
first selecting a preferred strategy but do not form part of an iterative plan-making process 
nor take account of the findings following consultation. 
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4.0 ASSESSMENT OF REASONS FOR SELECTING THE PREFERRED DEVELOPMENT 
STRATEGY 

a) Approach to the Development Strategy 

4.1 Overarching issues relate to the Councils’ approach to justifying their selection of a preferred 
development strategy for the plan area. Furthermore, the Councils’ selection of preferred 
options for growth (in relation to Land East of Beaconsfield, both in terms of location and 
scale) pre-date even the selection of a development strategy to underpin the plan.  

4.2 The Councils have not given adequate reasons, or consistent reasons throughout the 
process, for their selection of these two elements of the submission Local Plan. Moreover, 
an understanding of the environmental effects associated with the proposed allocation of 
Land East of Beaconsfield as a specific component of the preferred development strategy 
have not been assessed as part of alternative options for scale and distribution. 

4.3 Issues of spatial fit are central to the approach to preparation of a Joint Local Plan for Chiltern 
and South Bucks Councils. This concept cuts across the various strategic priorities that the 
plan is required to address, as well as its approach to specific tests in national policy such 
as whether exceptional circumstances have been demonstrated for the alteration of Green 
Belt boundaries (further discussed in the accompanying ‘Review of Green Belt Assessment 
and Exceptional Circumstances’ report). 

4.4 It is necessary to consider the background to the Councils’ evidence base and previous 
consultation to understand the approach towards preparation of the spatial strategy and 
consideration of reasonable alternatives. 

4.5 The Councils have stated that the “Draft Green Belt Assessment Part Two” (October 2016) 
has been superseded by more recent evidence. However, the content of the October 2016 
version reinforces our wider concerns with the spatial strategy. In particular, at Appendix 1 
Arup as ‘critical friend’ to the Councils make the following comments:  

“In line with previous comments, our view is that a robust exceptional circumstances 
case must be developed at the strategic level, and while site specific considerations 
would be an important factor (as highlighted in para 10) we believe that it would be 
helpful to highlight the need to consider these wider factors” (page 54); and  

“Please refer to comment A8 on the definition of boundaries. We suggest that this 
should be a factor to weigh up in the overall decision making process rather than an 
arbitrary way of filtering sites, and believe that some of the considerations around 
spatial fit with the local plan options may be a more effective way of filtering sites (i.e. 
site is in a more/less favoured strategic option)” (p.55) 

4.6 The Sustainability Appraisal process should assist with an understanding of the 
environmental effects associated with these considerations, provided that they are clearly 
and consistently identified as part of the assessment. This is particularly relevant in the 
context of paragraph 11b of the revised National Planning Policy Framework (2019) where 
specific policies may indicate that the benefits of seeking to meet needs in full are significantly 
and demonstrably outweighed by the harms. 

4.7 The ‘Review of Green Belt Assessment and Exceptional Circumstances’ report prepared to 
support these representations provides a full overview of national planning policy and 
guidance in relation to Green Belt issues. For the purposes of identifying and assessing 
reasonable alternatives it is relevant to highlight that paragraph 137 of the Framework states 
that before concluding that exceptional circumstances exist to justify changes to Green Belt 
boundaries, the strategic policy-making authority should be able to demonstrate that it has 
examined fully all other reasonable options for meeting its identified need for development. 
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4.8 This will be assessed through the examination of its strategic policies, which will take into 
account the preceding paragraph, and whether the strategy: 

a) makes as much use as possible of suitable brownfield sites and underutilised land; 

b) optimises the density of development in line with the policies in chapter 11 of the 
Framework, including whether policies promote a significant uplift in minimum density 
standards in town and city centres and other locations well served by public transport; 
and 

c) has been informed by discussions with neighbouring authorities about whether they could 
accommodate some of the identified need for development, as demonstrated through the 
statement of common ground. 

4.9 The issues with this in terms of national policy relate to the wider strategic priorities for plan-
making, which are unlikely to be fully addressed without a broad understanding of options for 
distribution (NPPF paragraph 20). This includes considering alternative options that would 
avoid adverse impacts (NPPF paragraph 32), taking account of proportionate evidence and 
the assessment of reasonable alternatives. 

4.10 A significant number of such constraints exist in relation to the plan area and specifically in 
relation to the proposed allocation at Land East of Beaconsfield. It is essential these are 
addressed consistently as part of the Sustainability Appraisal process. 

4.11 We contend that in relation to Land East of Beaconsfield the Councils’ assessment has not 
addressed the question of spatial fit with the preferred strategy and therefore fails to provide 
adequate reasons for the selection of the specific allocation. 

4.12 This is particularly significant for Land East of Beaconsfield given that the proposed allocation 
represents a significant proportion (c.31%) of total development identified on areas to 
be released from the Green Belt. The Memorandum of Understanding prepared with 
Aylesbury Vale District Council (AVDC) does not take into account any consideration of 
distribution within the Joint Plan area and how this may affect the overall position on unmet 
needs or alternatives to the spatial strategy. 

4.13 We note preparation of the report ‘Strategic Role of the Metropolitan Green Belt in Chiltern & 
South Bucks’ (Arup, 2018) prepared to support the final Stage 2 Green Belt assessment. At 
Paragraph 1.2.4 this acknowledges that: 

“The use of General Areas at Stage 1 has made it difficult to assess the cumulative 
strategic effect of different Green Belt options and this Strategic Green Belt Review 
provides a context for doing so. Green Belt is intended as a strategic policy 
designation and the risk, specific to South Bucks District in the Buckinghamshire 
context, is that a local assessment fails to acknowledge fully wider strategic risks to 
the integrity of the Green Belt, in terms of triggering a loss of openness and 
permanence and allowing sprawl and coalescence contrary to national policy.” 

4.14 The report generally adopts a focus on pressure upon the strategic role of the Green Belt 
particularly from growth in the Thames Valley and settlements to the south. Land East of 
Beaconsfield falls in the ‘Chilterns Wedge’ strategic zone, but the Thames Valley strategic 
zone is immediately to the south. We note that the Councils’ process for assessing 
reasonable alternatives for the spatial strategy has not been reassessed to take account of 
this evidence. 
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4.15 This would form the basis of revisiting the overall levels of development that might be 
accommodated here as well as more and less favoured locations for growth. This could 
provide greater certainty to inform the options for the spatial strategy. We would highlight the 
proximity of Beaconsfield to the Thames Valley zone alongside other harms identified with 
the site and development in this constrained part of the plan area. These effects are in 
combination with the contribution of land East of Beaconsfield to the strategic purposes of 
the ‘Chilterns Wedge’ strategic zone and in particular the swathe of open countryside towards 
Gerrards Cross and Chalfont St Peter. 

4.16 This further substantiates the testing of reasonable alternatives to indicate that it may not be 
appropriate to meet residual needs in full.  

4.17 This approach to fully developing and assessing alternatives is necessary to demonstrate 
compliance with good practice guidance3 

that remains relevant to undertaking a Sustainability 
Appraisal. This reiterates that SA should be an iterative process and consider the effects of 
plan-making over the short, medium and longer term. 

4.18 When identifying and assessing discrete options it is necessary to have regard to a hierarchy 
of alternatives that allow different effects to be considered. This allows consideration of 
alternatives to need/demand, the mode/process of achieving the strategy, locations for 
change and predicting how the phasing/implementation may impact on the Sustainability 
Appraisal’s objectives.  

4.19 The Joint Local Plan has not been tested against a hierarchy of alternatives, particularly in 
terms of testing different potential levels of development or implications for phasing and 
implementation, which may affect the length of the plan period. The implications for the plan 
period are significant in the context of the plan’s wider priorities. We consider that reasonable 
alternatives should include options for a shorter plan period with mechanisms for future 
review based on outcomes under the Duty to Cooperate and progress with establishing a 
single Unitary Authority in Buckinghamshire.  

b) The Selected Spatial Option and Reasonable Alternatives 

4.20 Paragraph N29 of the June 2019 Sustainability Appraisal describes the selected option as 
follows: 

“The evidence on housing supply and availability indicated that it would not be 
possible for the LHN to be met in full within the Plan area without proposing either 
Green Belt releases or relying on the relatively less constrained Aylesbury Vale 
District Council to meet some of that need. Aylesbury Vale District Council’s own 
evidence indicated that meeting more than 5,750 homes of the Chiltern and South 
Bucks unmet housing need would not be deliverable given local market conditions. 
There is a residual requirement for approximately 5,200 homes to be provided within 
the Plan area, sites for which could not be found other than through limited Green 
Belt releases.” 

4.21 The Councils consider that this conclusion follows the refinement of a range of twelve spatial 
strategy options considered at Issues and Options stage (January 2016) and an ability to 
more clearly determine the appropriate strategy through testing four amalgamated options 
(A-D) in the June 2019 SA. ‘Option D’ is the selected option. 

4.22 We would dispute this evaluation of the SA process and the extent to which alternatives have 
been assessed. It is apparent that the twelve ‘options’ identified at the Issues and Options 
stage are not discrete alternatives to the overall spatial strategy. In place of this, Option A is 

 
3 A Practical Guide to the Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive, ODPM (2005)   
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a ‘do nothing’ scenario whereas Option B is predicated on exporting all unmet housing need 
to Aylesbury Vale (and may not represent a realistic option in accordance with the 
legislation). Option C anticipates delivery of the Councils’ identified HELAA sites but this is 
not predicated upon allocation of these sites in the development plan. 

4.23 Option D effectively reduces the conclusions on the approach to Green Belt release to a 
residual calculation against full housing needs including the contribution from Aylesbury Vale. 
This forms the only reason given for the spatial option selected.  

4.24 The results for testing Options A-D in the 2019 SA are set out below and reveal very limited 
distinction between effects. This is surprising given that only Option D is associated with 
significant (and pre-defined) levels of Green Belt release and substantial adverse effects 
identified on numerous individual sites (including at Land East of Beaconsfield): 

Figure 2. FINDINGS ON SIGNIFICANT EFFECTS ASSOCIATED WITH ‘SPATIAL 
OPTIONS’ ASSESSED IN THE JUNE 2019 SA 

 

 

4.25 This is not the correct basis to test a hierarchy of alternatives in terms of scale, location or 
distribution. It is also unclear how this sits alongside other potential policy options contained 
within the twelve options outlined at Issues and Options stage (such as optimising density) 
that may nonetheless contribute to the spatial strategy and avoid the need for Green Belt 
release.  

4.26 Option D does not provide any basis to explore scenarios that do not meet housing needs in 
full or to test any alternatives to the Preferred Options identified (such as reduced capacity 
for development in some locations).  

4.27 Option D follows a circular logic in testing a specific view on the contribution that might be 
made through Green Belt release associated solely with Councils’ Preferred Options. This is 
only valid if the underlying evidence for selecting those options is unchanged and the reasons 
for selecting them are clear. In reality, there might be a different outcome of Option D in terms 
of levels (and locations) of Green Belt release considered appropriate. 
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c) Approach Towards the ‘Do Nothing’ Scenario and Implications for Land East of 
Beaconsfield 

4.28 The government’s checklist for the requirements for sustainability appraisal specifies that 
reasonable alternatives ‘include ‘do nothing’ and/or ‘business as usual’ scenarios wherever 
relevant’. We dispute the accuracy of the Councils’ approach to this requirement, particularly 
in relation to the implications for the proposed allocation East of Beaconsfield. A ‘do-nothing’ 
scenario has only been identified in the Sustainability Appraisal prepared as part of the 
Regulation 19 consultation. Furthermore, this is not a standalone ‘do-nothing’ scenario but is 
described as a spatial option (‘Option A’) amongst the scenarios tested. 

4.29 The issues with this approach in relation to Land East of Beaconsfield is that this spatial 
option is nevertheless associated with quantifiable outcomes in terms of development that 
would nonetheless be supported at the Wilton Park Major Developed Site (MDS) in the Green 
Belt. The findings for Spatial Option A in Appendix F.2 of the 2019 SA indicate moderate or 
major adverse effects for all of the SA Objectives, summarised as follows: 

“In this scenario an appeal led system would predominate which would be 
contradictory with national planning policy. The nature and scale of development 
that may come forward under an appeal led system would be uncertain. This would 
potentially lead to negative scores against a number of the Sustainability Appraisal 
objectives as appeal led development would not be controlled through policies that 
would otherwise be detailed in a Local Plan.” 

4.30 This scenario misrepresents the potential outcomes under an ‘appeal-led’ system for a 
number of reasons. Particularly in relation to Land East of Beaconsfield it is important to note 
that in a ‘do-nothing’ scenario a substantial level of development would still be expected as 
part of existing development plan support for the Wilton Park MDS. This has been carefully 
considered through existing policy and the Wilton Park SPD and therefore adverse impacts 
would not be anticipated. Existing provision within national and local policy would secure 
acceptable outcomes in the built, natural and historic environment. Given the constraints to 
development (including potential timescales) for proposed allocation SP BP9 it is not in-fact 
the case that levels of development within the plan period will be materially different under 
either scenario. 

4.31 The Councils are also misguided more generally in stating that development would be 
restricted to that coming forward under an ‘appeal-led’ system. Whilst we do not advocate 
an approach to preparation of the plan that does not seek to meet needs as fully as possible 
in accordance with paragraphs 11(a) and 11(b) of the NPPF 2019 it is important that 
development outputs and outcomes under the ‘do-nothing’ scenario are properly quantified 
and assessed. The consequences of this in terms of scale and distribution of growth can 
then be properly understood in the context of the potential development strategy. 

4.32 For example, the submission version Local Plan 2036 does not actually allocate HELAA sites 
identified as potentially suitable, available and achievable. Due to the characteristics of these 
sites it is entirely feasible that their development will be supported by the existing regime of 
local and national policy. Additionally, opportunities to allocate and support development at 
these locations can still be provided through Neighbourhood Plans. This makes the ‘do-
nothing’ scenario essentially indistinct from Spatial Options B or C and further demonstrates 
the lack of robust testing of reasonable alternatives for spatial fit. 

4.33 We consider that the Councils have not given reasons to reject the full range of spatial options 
(A-L) considered at the Issues and Options stage in terms of quantifying their contribution 
towards the development strategy. This is significant as paragraph 137 of the NPPF requires 
full consideration of options that seek to minimise the release of land from the Green Belt, 
including optimising density and re-using underutilised land. Support for these components 
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exists through national policy irrespective of the Councils’ approach to preparing the new 
Local Plan. 

4.34 The ‘do nothing’ scenario also acknowledges that implementation of a range of other plans 
and programmes in the area will seek to ensure sustainable outcomes (and avoidance of 
adverse effects) for specific SA objectives such as Transport and Waste. The assumptions 
underpinning the ‘do-nothing’ scenario can be further set out and interrogated as follows: 

a) Development will only take place under an appeal-led system. The existing Local 
Plan demonstrates support for a wide range of opportunities, including Major Developed 
Sites in the Green Belt. The Councils should take a positive approach to determining all 
applications for development and in-particular take account of where these accord with 
local and national policy. Opportunities through Neighbourhood Plans, Brownfield Land 
Registers and Permitted Development also offer routes outside of the normal planning 
application process. 

b) The nature and scale of development (including location of sites) is unclear. This 
is incorrect as the presumption only applies to sustainable development, and dispersed 
rural locations including those away from villages will not meet this test. Subject to 
exceptions to inappropriate development national policy applies strict controls to 
development in the Green Belt. 

c) The amount of development coming forward will equate to major adverse effects 
on the objective of housing delivery. The Councils already accept that the plan area 
is unable to meet needs in full and the scope for a contribution towards unmet needs from 
Aylesbury Vale has already been endorsed. The figure for Local Housing Need provided 
by the government’s standard method will continue to form the starting point towards 
understanding levels of housing need. In accordance with national policy the presumption 
in favour of development would continue to apply to support appropriate schemes, 
including the Councils’ HELAA sites, and ensure unsustainable sites are resisted. 

d) Infrastructure provision and any community benefits arising from development 
would not be coordinated. This is incorrect as infrastructure provision can be planned 
by the relevant providers drawing upon other plans and programmes and existing 
policies.  

e) Development of brownfield land is unlikely to occur unless the site is particularly 
well located or does not require remediation. This makes the case that unviable poorly 
located brown field sites will not be developed. Viable and well-located sites such as 
those identified in the Councils’ HELAA or Major Developed Sites in the Green Belt such 
as Wilton Park will continue to be supported. 

f) This also assumes that there will be the delivery of sites under other Options however 
as we have demonstrated in relation to Land East of Beaconsfield the constrained nature 
of the site is likely to significantly restrict levels of development within the plan period. 

  



 
BU5243PS Chiltern and South Bucks Local Plan Representations 

   
 

 

15 
07.10.JG.BU5243 CSBLP SA Representations (Reg19) v8_finall 

5.0 REASONS FOR SELECTING PREFERRED SITE OPTIONS 

5.1    As indicated, selection of the proposed allocation East of Beaconsfield pre-dates decisions 
in relation to the overall development strategy. In terms of form and scale of development at 
this site the assumptions have not been revisited or subject to any iterative testing, having 
regard to the Plan’s evidence base. 

5.2 National Planning Practice Guidance anticipates that a comprehensive range of options will 
be undertaken under ‘Stage B’ of the requirements for preparing the Sustainability Appraisal 
and align with the process for preparing the Local Plan at Regulation 18 stage (see ID: 11-
013-20140306). This cannot be considered the case for the Joint Local Plan given the failure 
to assess or consult upon a full draft of the plan (including the overall spatial strategy) until 
the Pre-Submission consultation stage. Furthermore, substantial evidence relevant to the 
identification of potential adverse effects and opportunities for mitigation post-dates the 
consultation on Preferred Options in October 2016 (and in most cases remains incomplete). 

5.3 This has been considered through the Courts in Heard v Broadland [2012] EWHC 344 
(Admin). In particular, paragraphs 53 to 73, where the approach to the process of SA and 
alternatives are considered. In summary Ouseley J in paragraph 73 states:  

“…the aim of the directive, which may affect which alternatives it is reasonable to 
select, is more obviously met by, and it is best interpreted as requiring, an equal 
examination of the alternatives which it is reasonable to select for examination 
alongside whatever, even at the outset, may be the preferred option. It is part of the 
purpose of this process to test whether what may start out as preferred should still 
end up as preferred after a fair and public analysis of what the authority regards as 
reasonable alternatives…” (emphasis added) 

5.4 The nub of the issue is that the Councils have carried forward the assumption of a substantial 
contribution towards development needs from Land East of Beaconsfield at all points 
following the October 2016 Preferred Options consultation.  

5.5 Adequate justification was not provided in the first instance nor have the reasons 
subsequently been repeated or retested on a comparable basis. Treating the site as in effect 
making a ‘fixed’ contribution in terms of the capacity for development (1,600 homes) 
associated with release of land from the Green Belt precludes the identification of other 
reasonable alternatives.  

5.6 This allows only a single view on the potential impacts of the site. Moreover, this closes off 
recognition of other potential options for spatial fit to be assessed objectively in terms of their 
relationship with the potential consequences for sustainable development.  

5.7 The approach to Land East of Beaconsfield throughout the Councils’ plan-making process is 
central to their basis for identifying the selected strategy. The June 2019 Sustainability 
Appraisal describes the Councils’ selected spatial strategy (‘Option D’) as follows: 

“Option D - Meet the housing need set out in the Standard Methodology over the plan 
period (2016-2036) including using all sources and include additional Green Belt 
Strategic Options releases as necessary, and all suitable HELAA sites, and exporting 
remaining unmet housing need to the Vale of Aylesbury” 

5.8 Identification of an approach to scale and distribution that can satisfy the requirements of this 
option (in terms of accommodating residual requirements for development not 
accommodated in the Memorandum of Understanding with AVDC) is predicated on the 
delivery of at least 1,600 homes at Land East of Beaconsfield. No alternative that would 
satisfy this ‘Option’ but would incorporate a lesser scale of development at Land East of 
Beaconsfield has been subject to testing during the plan-making process. 
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5.9 A range of options exist that would allow the Councils to test alternatives that would address 
housing needs in full. It would also be possible to consider the effects associated with 
alternatives that deliver a small surplus or deficit against the residual requirements for 
development in the plan area following the current position of the MoU. The Councils have 
simply not taken steps to quantify or test these approaches as part of a hierarchy of 
alternatives.  

5.10 The Councils have not provided reasons to reject other components of a strategy including 
densification; release of under-utilised sites; nor have they provided reasons not to support 
a broader distribution of HELAA sites. Furthermore, the Councils have not given clear 
reasons for rejecting the broader range of alternatives set out in the October 2016 Options 
Appraisal that broadly support a wider distribution of sites. Taking account of more recent 
evidence and the housing requirement provided by the government’s standard method the 
Councils have also failed to provide reasons not to revisit the position of the MoU with 
Aylesbury Vale (in terms of unmet needs to be provided for) or consider alternatives to the 
housing number or plan period. 

a) Reasons for Selecting Potential Locations for Growth (January 2016) and Preferred 
Options (October 2016) 

5.11 The Councils’ intentions for preparing the early stages of the plan appear deliberately broad. 
Indeed, Paragraph 4.14 of the Councils’ January 2016 ‘Issues and Options’ consultation 
confirms that this looked beyond the initial recommendations of the Part 1 Green Belt Study. 
This consultation document states that in relation to giving full consideration to options for 
the spatial strategy and the assessment of development potential: 

“This review has informed the options set out in appendices 2 to 6 as areas for 
testing and in places the options include land beyond that recommended in the 
Green Belt Assessment Part 1.” 

5.12 The purpose of this would allow a different range of impacts on the Green Belt to be tested 
as part of understanding the consequences for sustainable development. At this stage it may 
be appropriate and deliberate that the options identified were not associated with a particular 
development strategy. 

5.13 We would also dispute the comments at Paragraph 5.4.1 of the June 2019 SA Report that 
states that the Council identified ’38 Green Belt locations’ as reasonable alternatives in 
January 2016. It is acknowledged that the January 2016 Issues and Options consultation 
does identify ‘built area extensions’ that correspond with each of options C, D and E 
considered as potential alternatives within the spatial strategy. This includes a principal 
settlement outside of the plan area.  

5.14 These potential locations were subject to assessment as reasonable alternatives in the 
January 2016 SA Report issued as part of the Regulation 18 consultation. However, this 
exercise was based on very limited information and did not consider options for the spatial 
distribution or combinations of potential locations of growth as it was limited to site-specific 
testing only. This does not provide a clear basis for rejecting or selecting options. 

5.15 The Councils’ October 2016 Options Appraisal Document also adopts a broad reach in 
terms of the potential to take forward reasonable alternatives to the plan. However, the 
Councils have since accepted that the evidence provided by this document does not provide 
an appropriate basis to determine whether exceptional circumstances for Green Belt release 
have been demonstrated. Furthermore, it is not based on any specific testing of a preferred 
development strategy. 

5.16 Finally, the options identified were not subject to any further environmental assessment at 
this stage in the chronology for plan-making. We therefore do not consider that this document 
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provides reasons for selecting or rejecting any of the specific sites identified. The 2016 
Options Appraisal specifically avoids any conclusions regarding spatial fit and does not 
provide an understanding of the consequences for sustainable development on a 
comparative basis. 

5.17 In relation to Land East of Beaconsfield the Options Appraisal Document is significant 
because it does provide the estimate of development capacity for 1,500-1,700 dwellings 
applied throughout the remainder of the plan-making process. 

5.18 This is significant because the Councils bring forward specific options into their Preferred 
Options Consultation Document, but this also fails to specify reasons for the selection of 
individual sites. 

b) Identification of a ‘Preferred Development Strategy’ (November 2017) 

5.19 The next stage in the chronology for plan-making concerns the Councils’ ‘Green Belt 
Development Options Appraisal Post Preferred Green Belt Options Consultation’ 
(November 2017). This assessment revisits conclusions from the October 2016 assessment 
solely in relation to the 15 ‘preferred options’ previously identified in October 2016. This work 
is undertaken in the context of additional considerations the Councils claim they are able to 
apply. Specifically, paragraph 1.3 of the November 2017 document states: 

“The Councils, as part of their Initial Consultation Incorporating Issues and Options 
(January to March 2016) and evidence base work (e.g. Sustainability Appraisal, 
January 2016) have identified an emerging Development Strategy for securing 
sustainable development opportunities that maximise contributing to meeting local 
development needs” 

5.20 A specific tenet of this strategy is explained as: 

“Focusing new development in or close to settlements within the Plan area 
proportionate to the size and function of those settlements informed by the 
settlement hierarchy. At the same time taking into account the ability of settlements 
to support development through adequate and timely delivered infrastructure (e.g. 
roads, education and health), make effective use of and support local services and 
facilities, promote a balance of housing, employment, retail, leisure, community 
facilities, open spaces and other uses whilst promoting and enabling opportunities 
for reduced need to travel by car. Consider opportunities to enhance the 
sustainability of existing settlements through development.” (Emphasis added) 

5.21 No reasons are given for the development strategy selected nor is any framework outlined in 
terms of how individual options (or combinations of options) have been assessed in terms of 
spatial fit. The Councils’ reference to the Sustainability Appraisal process in assisting the 
identified development strategy is erroneous. The 2017 Sustainability Appraisal published 
alongside the revised Options Appraisal considers only the 15 preferred options in isolation. 
It does not assess spatial strategy options.  

5.22 In-fact neither the earlier January 2016 Sustainability Appraisal nor the most recent June 
2019 Sustainability Appraisal give reasons for selecting a spatial strategy with this specific 
range of objectives. The Councils’ justification for ‘Option D’ in the June 2019 Sustainability 
Appraisal does not assess individual characteristics for scale and distribution as part of the 
preferred strategy. 

5.23 Failure to give reasons for the selected development strategy is also central to any case for 
whether exceptional circumstances have been demonstrated to justify release of land from 
the Green Belt (as further discussed in the accompanying SPRU ‘Review of Green Belt 
Assessment and Exceptional Circumstances’ report). These issues have been highlighted 
by the Inspectors appointed to examine the St Albans Local Plan in a letter dated 27 June 
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2019. This explains how references to that Council’s internal documents fail to provide 
“adequate background information to what is a key plank of the Council’s development 
strategy” (paragraph 19). Failure to qualify areas potentially suitable for release from the 
Green Belt in the context of the development strategy and basis for selecting broad locations 
to support development represents a failure to justify the selected approach compared with 
other reasonable alternatives. Paragraph 18 of the 27 June letter from the Inspectors to St 
Albans City and District Council explains that this assessment should be considered in the 
context of strategic and non-strategic locations for development: 

“It is not clear how this analysis of the 9 sites influenced the selection of the broad 
locations proposed for development. Additionally, as far as we can see, there is no 
explanation as to how the smaller scale areas of land identified in the wider study, 
and their potential contribution to housing supply, have been considered.” 

5.24 Similar findings on the importance of a comparative assessment to inform the basis for 
exceptional circumstances have also been identified by the Inspector appointed to examine 
the North Hertfordshire Local Plan in his letter dated 9 July 2019. This is significant as the 
considerations in that case address whether the options tested fully explore opportunities to 
address unmet needs outside of the Green Belt as well as justification for the selection of 
specific sites.  

c) Reasons for Selecting the Preferred Options (November 2017) 

5.25 The issue for the Councils is that in the November 2017 Options Appraisal a specific 
conclusion on the preferred development strategy is applied retrospectively and only to the 
limited sample of 15 Preferred Option sites already identified.  

5.26 As well as no standalone testing of the development strategy itself, no reasons are given for 
why individual options are consistent with this strategy in terms of spatial fit whereas other 
sites are not. Reasons are not given in terms of the evidence relied on to support selection 
of the preferred development strategy and whether this corresponds with the basis for the 
specific preferred options selected at an earlier stage. 

5.27 The main casualty of this process appears to be ‘Preferred Option 3’ at Land East of 
Hazelmere (adjacent to a settlement in neighbouring Wycombe District). This site is rejected 
in the November 2017 Options Appraisal – the reasons for this are not clear in terms of 
whether they relate to conflict with the development strategy or impact on the AONB (or a 
combination of these factors). Moreover, no reasons for selection or rejection of this option 
are repeated in the June 2019 Sustainability Appraisal Report. 

5.28 Another issue is how the process for the revised Development Options Appraisal has 
adjusted the assessment of the capacity for development on individual sites. For example, 
we note differences in the following two sites comparing the estimated dwelling numbers in 
the 2016 Preferred Options Consultation Document and the findings of the updated 2017 
Options Appraisal: 

Preferred Option 6: Land South East of Little Chalfont (2016: 850-1000 dwellings; 2017: 
700 dwellings; Policy SP BP6: 700 dwellings) 

Preferred Option 8: Chalfont St Peter (South East) (2016: 420 dwellings; 2017: 200 
dwellings; Policy SP BP8: 200 dwellings) 

5.29 The differences in relation to both sites are reasonably significant, whereas we note that Land 
East of Beaconsfield has not been subject to any reassessment of development capacity.  

5.30 The reductions to the estimated capacity at other locations increase the relative contribution 
made by Land East of Beaconsfield. In terms of the changes the Councils are not clear 
whether these represent technical errors in estimating development parameters or changes 



 
BU5243PS Chiltern and South Bucks Local Plan Representations 

   
 

 

19 
07.10.JG.BU5243 CSBLP SA Representations (Reg19) v8_finall 

to the underlying evidence base for the Local Plan including a preferred scale and distribution 
of growth. The latter may also be relevant for the purpose of assessing effects as part of the 
Sustainability Appraisal. It is not possible to indicate whether adjustments to individual 
preferred options support the Councils’ reasons for selection of a preferred development 
strategy.  

5.31 We argue that changes to the plan’s evidence since preferred options were first identified in 
October 2016 with regards Land East of Beaconsfield are also significant. This is true both 
in terms of ensuring adequate reasons are provided for the selection of the site in the context 
of the preferred development strategy and specific characteristics of the site in terms of 
impacts and consequences for sustainable development. Both aspects are relevant to the 
context of considering reasonable alternatives that either exclude the site or consider an 
alternative capacity for development. This work has not been undertaken at any stage. In 
particular, the relationship of Land East of Beaconsfield with impacts on the AONB and 
Burnham Beeches SAC allows extensive scope for iteration in terms of the options to be 
assessed. 

d) Implications of Changes to the Evidence Base for Development Capacity at Land 
East of Beaconsfield 

5.32 We specifically highlight that the Councils’ continued insistence on testing the capacity for 
development East of Beaconsfield at 1,600 dwellings no longer reflects the evidence base 
for the Local Plan. This is a significant change and should be reflected in the iterative testing 
of reasonable alternatives. References in the Councils’ 2017 Options Appraisal to the 
development capacity at different parts of the site (e.g. ‘Site 9C’) relate to the ‘Landscape 
Capacity Assessment for Green Belt Development Options in the emerging Chiltern and 
South Bucks Local Plan’ (Terra Firma, November 2017). 

5.33 The ‘Landscape Assessment’ section of the appraisal repeats findings from the Capacity 
Study for areas A-E that total a combined estimate of 1,312 dwellings, notwithstanding 
additional potential constraints and requirements to apply variations and reductions in 
average density. A summary of this capacity for each parcel is set out in the document, 
replicated in Figure 4 below: 

Figure 3. Landscape Capacity Assessment Findings for Areas A-E Land East of 
Beaconsfield (no. of dwellings) 

 

5.34  As indicated by figure 9C.2 this estimate includes the potential capacity based on 
redevelopment of the existing Wilton Park Major Developed Site in the Green Belt, with 
reference to the 2015 SPD. 
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Figure 4. Landscape Capacity Assessment Findings for East of Beaconsfield Area 
9C (‘Wilton Park’) 

 

5.35 It therefore appears that the Councils’ continued reliance on a development capacity of 
between 1,500 and 1,700 dwellings in the conclusions of the 2017 Options Appraisal (and 
subsequent Sustainability Appraisal) is no longer justified following changes to the evidence 
base. The Councils’ conclusions rely on a net residential developable area of c.51.22ha 
compared to 43.75ha identified in the Landscape Capacity Assessment.  

5.36 The Landscape Capacity Assessment is a valuable resource in terms of highlighting a range 
of substantial landscape and other constraints to development across the site. These include 
Ancient Woodland, Listed Buildings and the existing cricket pitch (Area 9A) and sports 
pitches across the site. Parcels 9A and 9D are considered to have only a Medium or 
Medium/Low capacity to accommodate additional development. 

5.37 The Councils do not appear to give reasons for disregarding the more recent evidence. In 
addition, the evidence base does not indicate whether the provision of land for employment 
floorspace can be accommodated with the assumptions for the net residential developable 
area identified in the Capacity Assessment. Subject to constraints to development elsewhere 
on the site this may further reduce the capacity for dwellings. This issue of site capacity is 
further discussed in the accompanying SPRU ‘Review of Housing Trajectory and Land 
Supply Assumptions’ report. 

5.38 Furthermore, the Landscape Capacity Assessment evidence is itself out date as it does not 
consider the implications for accommodating provision of Suitable Alternative Natural 
Greenspace (SANGs) within the site area. This illustrates the lack of consideration for any 
impact on the net (residential) developable area within the evidence base. Allowing for 
SANGs would reduce the net developable area further.  

5.39 Following the findings of the HRA/Appropriate Assessment and ongoing discussions with 
Natural England and the City of London it is anticipated that these requirements will be 
significant. Based on the Landscape Capacity Assessment figure of 1,312 dwellings and an 
occupancy rate of 2.4 residents/dwelling the resulting population of c.3,150 people around 
25ha of Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace would need to be provided. This is in 
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accordance with the Natural England standard multiplier of 8ha/1000 people (0.008ha per 
resident). This does not include any allowance for additional impacts associated with 
proposed employment uses. 

5.40 It appears that no work has been undertaken for how this can be accommodated within the 
parameters of the site, including the constraints identified by the Landscape Capacity 
Assessment. It is worth noting that consideration may need to be given to the effectiveness 
of SANGs provision if this is to be fragmented across the site. Page 2 of the July 2007 version 
the Natural England SANGs guidelines states: 

“Where long routes cannot be accommodated within individual SANGS it may be 
possible to provide them through a network of sites. However, networks are 
inherently likely to be less attractive to users of the type that visit the SPA, and the 
more fragmented they are, the less attractive they will be, though this is dependent 
on the land use which separates each component. For example, visitors are likely to 
be less put off by green areas between SANGS than by urban areas, even if they 
restrict access to rights of way and require dogs to be kept on leads.” (Emphasis 
added) 

5.41 This is a particular concern given the complex nature of Land East of Beaconsfield, as 
revealed in part through the Landscape Capacity Assessment. In terms of the relative 
capacity to accommodate SANGs it should be noted that a large proportion of Site A (nearest 
Beaconsfield) accommodates the cricket club and cricket pitch and is within (or affects the 
setting of) the Beaconsfield Historic Core Conservation Area. Site 9A has only a medium/low 
capacity to accommodate development and may not support comprehensive SANGs 
provision. Site 9B is bordered on the east by the new relief road and will also be required to 
accommodate a replacement Public Right of Way, following diversion. 

5.42 Extant planning permission within Site 9C (Wilton Park MDS) provides for 304 new homes 
(plus 46 existing ex-service homes). Development at this location also incorporates a park 
and football pitches in accordance with the Wilton Park SPD, Care must be taken to ensure 
delivery in this area addresses the setting of heritage assets, seeks to conserve and restore 
the parkland character of Wilton Park Estate and mitigates wider landscape impacts as part 
of a coordinated strategy across the site.  

5.43 The Landscape Character Assessment acknowledges that Site 9D has only a medium 
capacity to accommodate development. Development of this part of the allocation is 
constrained due to topography, proximity to the landfill site on the opposite side of the A40 
and presence of a Water Treatment Works. The presence of Ancient and semi-ancient 
woodland within and adjacent Site 9D is also a significant constraint. 

5.44 Site 9E is close to the M40 AQMA. There are access issues to Site 9E too which is adjacent 
to the M40 spur on its east side and adjacent a very small, narrow lane on its west side. 
Difficulties acknowledged with linking existing habitats within the site may inhibit 
opportunities to deliver SANGs, in addition to air quality constraints within the vicinity.  

5.45 An overview of development areas is provided by Figure 9.2 of the Landscape Capacity 
Assessment (replicated below). The Councils have not indicated whether either the areas 
with identified requirements for landscape mitigation (shaded green) or the area around the 
sewage works and London Road are suitable for the provision of SANGs or whether these 
will impinge on the ‘development areas’ shaded purple. 
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Figure 5. Summary of Development Areas Identified within Landscape Capacity 
Assessment 

 

5.46 We also understand that the delivery of SANGs may need to be coordinated across multiple 
landowners within the site. The Councils appear not to have addressed this requirement and 
impacts upon achievable development alongside other requirements for the site (such as 
education provision). This may raise issues of viability in terms of equalisation across the 
site, the effects of which in terms of phasing and delivery have not been assessed. These 
factors provide a convincing justification for why the site should have been assessed as a 
reasonable alternative with a significantly reduced capacity for development. 

e) Reasons for Selection of the Preferred Option – June 2019 

5.47 It is not appropriate for the Councils to simply repeat the reasons for identification of the 
preferred option (notwithstanding that these are inadequate) given changes to the evidence 
base. 

5.48 We do not agree that Table 5.8 of the June 2019 Sustainability Appraisal provides adequate 
reasons for the selection or rejection of a sufficiently broad range of reasonable alternatives. 
Paragraph 5.4 of the Sustainability Appraisal Report states: 

“The Exceptional Circumstances Paper (2019) provides further details about the 
rationale behind the identification of reasonable alternatives. During January 2016, 
a total of 38 Green Belt locations were identified by the Councils as reasonable 
alternatives to be appraised through the SA process; in 2017 this list was narrowed 
down by the Councils to a shortlist of 15 preferred sites.” 

5.49 Evidently the shortlisting process to identify preferred sites pre-dates the revised options 
appraisal in 2017 and furthermore pre-dates the Councils’ identification of a preferred 
development strategy. While Table 5.8 does present a longer list of 37 ‘reasonable 
alternatives’ they are not directly comparable with a broader range of sites identified in the 
2016 Options Appraisal.  

5.50 Table 5.8 effectively sets out findings in the context of the preferred development strategy 
and preferred options that were already identified prior to 2017. In relation to Land East of 
Beaconsfield reasons are only given for considering the site as a whole and state as follows: 
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“The sites (1.13, 1.13A, 1.14, 1.14A, 1.14B, 1.15) can make a very significant 
contribution to meeting the development needs of the Districts in a highly 
sustainable location. The impacts on the Green Belt can be mitigated and a firm and 
defensible boundary either exists or can be provided. The benefits of the release of 
the site and its subsequent development clearly outweigh the negatives” 

5.51 The 2019 SA Report is the first instance of undertaking an assessment of individual areas 
identified as potentially suitable for Green Belt release as part of the updated Part 2 Green 
Belt Assessment. This appears to be a truncated list based largely upon Preferred Options 
previously identified. These assessments do not materially assist with considering 
alternatives to the spatial strategy or the scale of growth at different locations.  

5.52 In the context for Land East of Beaconsfield it is also important that the updated Part 2 Green 
Belt Assessment sets out important differences in the findings for individual sub-parcels of 
the site. This could inform different options for the site in terms of scale, phasing and options 
for delivery or mix of development uses. 

5.53 It is only the June 2019 SA Report (Appendix B) that provides a separate assessment of 
each of the 37 reasonable alternatives identified in the Part 2 Green Belt Assessment. 
However, this means there has been no prior testing of the options as part of different 
reasonable alternatives to the spatial strategy and more or less favoured spatial options for 
growth (including variation of scale). As a result, the capacity of each of the Appendix B 
parcels appears to have simply been apportioned from the total for the Preferred Option 
(1,600 homes) already determined: 

“The potential residential capacity for Sites 1.13, 1.13A, 1.14, 1.14A, 1.14B and 1.15 
have been calculated using the total number of potential dwellings (1,600) for the 
combined area of the sites (136.26ha) with respect to the area of each individual 
site.” 

5.54 The issue with this approach is that for the purpose of the Sustainability Appraisal each area 
assessed is treated the same way in terms of the assumptions for gross residential density. 
The Sustainability Appraisal does not accord with clear assumptions for the development 
parameters of the site, including non-developable areas or requirements for non-residential 
uses. We illustrate the application of this approach with reference to the estimated capacity 
of reasonable alternatives set out in Table 5.3 of the SA: 

Figure 6. The Councils’ Method to Assess Development Capacity within 
‘Reasonable Alternatives’ at Land East of Beaconsfield 

Site Reference Gross Site Area 
(hectares) (ha) 

Housing Number Gross Residential 
Density (dwellings 
per hectare) (dph) 

Total Site Area 
Assumed 

136.26ha 1600 11.74 

1.13 46.34 544 11.74 

1.13A 31.79 373 11.73 

1.14 74.16 871 11.74 

1.14A 58.94 692 11.74 

1.14B 11.66 137 11.75 

1.15 15.75 185 11.75 
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5.55 We do not dispute that the findings of the June 2019 SA indicate significantly more adverse 
effects associated with individual parts of the site. However, this cannot be seen as testing 
discrete or realistic alternatives to the wider site. When other constraints to development 
parameters are applied it is likely that impacts will be exacerbated – for example resulting 
from a reduced gross developable area or higher net residential densities within more 
sensitive parts of the site. 

5.56 The November 2017 Options Appraisal provides the basis for more refined testing, but this 
is not taken up in the June 2019 SA (noting that the November 2017 SA of Preferred Options 
only treats the site as a single area). The Options Appraisal indicates that regard should be 
had to the Wilton Park SPD (2015) and take account of requirements to vary density across 
the site. The Councils’ conclusions in the Options Appraisal do not correspond with 
development assumptions (or indeed assumptions for sub-dividing the site) applied in the 
Sustainability Appraisal. For example, the Options Appraisal refers to those parts of the site 
9A-9E identified within the Landscape Capacity Assessment (2017):  

“An average density of 30 dph is proposed by the Council across the whole option, 
and at this density 477 dwellings might be accommodated on site 9C, although 
development along the eastern edge should be of a lower density to respect the 
setting of adjacent woodland areas. The undeveloped setting around the Grade II 
listed Building Wheatsheath Farm should be protected.” 

5.57 There is evidently the option to identify refined assumptions for the development of the site 
based on the evolution of the Councils’ evidence base. More detail on the most recent 
evidence in terms of the assessment of development capacity is considered in Paragraphs 
00 above. Note also that these assumptions make no allowance for the requirement to 
accommodate at least 25ha of SANGs provision. The Sustainability Appraisal only assesses 
findings based on a proposed capacity of 1,600 dwellings identified at the early preferred 
options stage prior to more detailed consideration of the evidence. 

5.58 Table 5.8 does not therefore amount to testing a range of alternatives for the scale and 
distribution of development in relation to the preferred development strategy. Table 5.8 also 
fails to address whether adequate reasons were given to first select the preferred options 
and does not fully address whether evidence has changed as part of the plan-making 
process.  

5.59 We contend that these changes require a thorough assessment of options for spatial fit in 
terms of impacts and consequences related to the preferred development strategy. Sites that 
were previously rejected as potential preferred options must be assessed on a comparable 
basis to understand potential reasons for selection or rejection in the context of the overall 
development strategy and other impacts. This would involve looking again at the full range 
of sites set out in the 2016 Options Appraisal. 

5.60 We dispute the statement at Paragraph 5.4.1 of the Councils’ Sustainability Appraisal which 
states that the Exceptional Circumstances Paper (2019) provides further rationale for the 
basis of identifying reasonable alternatives. 

5.61 The Exceptional Circumstances Paper states that it has considered the difficulties in 
achieving sustainable development without impinging on the Green Belt. Paragraph 3.21 
suggests that the Local Plan “identifies a sustainable development strategy to meet these 
needs and requirements. The Sustainability Appraisal report sets out how reasonable 
alternatives have been generated and considered.”. As we have demonstrated the 
identification of a development strategy fundamentally post-dates the selection of individual 
preferred options. 
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6.0 ASSESSMENT OF EFFECTS ASSOCIATED WITH LAND EAST OF BEACONSFIELD 

6.1 The Councils are also required to consider how the consequent impacts on the purposes of 
the Green Belt may be ameliorated or reduced to the lowest reasonably practicable extent4. 
The Councils acknowledge the following as relevant to assessing these impacts: 

 Performance against Green Belt purposes; 

 Maintenance of strong and defensible Green Belt boundaries; 

 The extent to which the consequent impacts on the purposes of the Green Belt can 
be mitigated against to ensure that any harm is kept to the lowest practicable extent; 
and 

 The balance of advantage and disadvantage in relation to each site individually in the 
context of the need but taking into account potential cumulative effect. 

6.2 We do not dispute the principle of any of these elements. However, it is apparent that the 
evidence base demonstrates recognition of the potential range of impacts and requirements 
for mitigation associated with Land East of Beaconsfield that have increased significantly 
since the preferred option was first assessed. This is particularly the case in relation to 
impacts on the Burnham Beeches SAC and Chilterns AONB.  

6.3 The balance of advantages and disadvantages that the Councils consider prior to alighting 
on the conclusion that exceptional circumstances exist makes no reference to either the 
requirement to provide SANGs or mitigation of the relationship with the AONB to the north.  

6.4 The final section of this Report looks at the Sustainability Appraisal findings on significant 
effects associated with development Land East of Beaconsfield, with a specific focus on the 
evolving understanding of the relationship with the Burnham Beeches SAC. It can be seen 
that the findings change significantly, and this reflects the evolution of the evidence, albeit 
the Councils’ reasons for selecting that site do not appear to have been revisited as a result. 

6.5 The relationship between the development assumptions supporting the proposed allocation 
(i.e. 1,600 units) and taking account of these requirements (including maintaining those parts 
of the site that perform strongly in Green Belt terms as part of their role in outdoor sport and 
recreation) do not appear to have been assessed (as further discussed in the SPRU ‘Review 
of Green Belt Assessment and Exceptional Circumstances’ report). This illustrates the 
degree of change in the underlying evidence base used to support the proposed allocation. 

6.6 The Councils have not considered alternatives to a development strategy that would avoid 
or ameliorate these impacts but maintain the same approach to the development strategy. 
This would logically include options that exclude the site from options to meet development 
need; or test its contribution based on a reduced capacity for development. 

 

  

 
4 Following the judgment in Calverton Parish Council v Greater Nottingham Councils [2015] EWHC 1078 
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7.0 SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISAL AND HABITATS REGULATION ASSESSMENT 
FINDINGS – LAND EAST OF BEACONSFIELD (POLICY SP BP9) 

7.1 The failure of the Sustainability Appraisal to test reasonable alternatives taking account of 
the potential significant adverse effects on the Burnham Beeches Special Area of 
Conservation (SAC) is significant. This is especially so given that these effects were not 
clearly identified at the time of the SA for the Issues and Options (January 2016) or Green 
Belt Preferred Options (October 2016) consultations. This provides strong reasons to test 
options for the development strategy that exclude the site or reduce its contribution towards 
development needs. 

7.2 Notwithstanding updates to the site assessment process for the preferred options there has 
been no iterative process to factor these considerations into reasonable alternatives to the 
spatial strategy. 

7.3 This can be set out with reference to progress with the Councils’ Habitat Regulations 
Assessment (HRA), Appropriate Assessment (AA) and the corresponding findings of the 
Green Belt Development Options Appraisals at respective stages (October 2016 and 
November 2017). 

7.4 The ‘Pre-Mitigation’ findings for the Beaconsfield 1 ‘Area of Search’ (and subsequent 
Preferred Option) are shown as follows: 

Figure 7. January 2016 Issues and Options SA Findings – Land East of 
Beaconsfield 

 

7.5 Note that the 2016 SA Report makes no reference to the SAC in relation to the site and finds 
only a minor adverse effect in relation to biodiversity. This is unsurprising given that the 
Councils’ HRA Screening Assessment was not yet undertaken (January 2017). However, 
this is important because since this stage the Councils have not considered any reasonable 
alternative of the strategy without the East of Beaconsfield site identified as a Preferred 
Option. 

7.6 No part of the site is associated with a biodiversity designation. Development of the site is 
accepted as likely to result in a loss of habitats of principal importance and species of 
principal importance associated with such habitats. Habitat connectivity at the site is also 
acknowledged as likely to be reduced due to a loss of habitat corridors (SA Objective 3). 

7.7 It is agreed that the HRA Screening process has recognised impacts on the Special Area of 
Conservation and that a full HRA is required. It is noted that this raises potential requirement 
for mitigation of potential impacts on the SAC both as part of the plan-wide strategy and 
specifically for the Option East of Beaconsfield. Paragraph 5.1.5 of the HRA Screening 
Assessment states: 

“Burnham Beeches SAC is already under significant pressure from public access and 
associated disturbances. The scope for onsite management is severely limited with 
most avenues already explored. Offsite measures, including SANGs and limiting 
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housing intensification in the immediate vicinity, are being considered. The GBPOPC 
[Green Belt Preferred Options Public Consultation] would increase housing intensity 
and is predicted to result in an additional 5,505 – 5,909 visits per year. Likely 
significant effects of public access and disturbance, in relation to the GBPOPC, 
cannot be excluded on the basis of objective information.” 

7.8 This assessment pre-dates but is considered in-line with the approach of the European Court 
of Justice set out in Case C-323/17 People Over Wind. That case decided that "it is not 
appropriate, at the screening stage, to take account of the measures intended to avoid or 
reduce the harmful effects of the plan or project on the site”. This includes instances where 
the Habitats Directive is relevant by reason of the requirement to provide arrangements for 
SANGs in relation to disturbance or deterioration. 

7.9 However, while the Councils appear to accord with the relevant approach to legislation, the 
Development Options Appraisal at November 2017 remains limited in terms of taking into 
account this requirement and in terms of addressing the potential positive and adverse 
impacts of development East of Beaconsfield. The 2017 SA Report substantially post-dates 
consultation upon the Preferred Options but provides a further pre-mitigation assessment of 
the site at Land East of Beaconsfield.  

Figure 8. November 2017 SA of ‘Preferred Options’ Findings – Land East of 
Beaconsfield 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.10 It is also important to highlight that the 2017 SA Report acknowledges (at paragraphs 7.1.3 
and 7.1.4) that a post-mitigation assessment is not possible based on the information 
available for individual proposals: 

“Post-mitigation assessments of all options in the absence of such detailed design 
proposals is not undertaken as this would be abortive and unfaithful to the SA 
process.  

Should the enclosed option assessments and mitigation recommendations 
successfully inform planners, the sustainability performance of the majority of Green 
Belt preferred options is anticipated to improve.” 

7.11 This is a marked departure from the approach adopted in the 2016 SA Report, which 
indicates the possibility of positive effects for virtually all Preferred Options when the scope 
for mitigation is applied. 

7.12 However, for the purpose of the Development Options Appraisal the scope for mitigation is 
afforded substantial weight in terms of the reasons for continuing to select the site and taking 
it forward as a reasonable alternative in all options for the spatial strategy incorporating 
Green Belt release. The evaluation of the site in the November 2017 Options Appraisal finds 
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moderate adverse effects in relation to biodiversity and states that development would be 
reliant upon an open space framework, including providing for recreational alternatives to the 
SAC. In relation to the Habitats Regulations Assessment the Appraisal notes: 

“No objection to this Option, even though it is within the 5km buffer of Burnham 
Beeches SAC, provided that there is sufficient open space provided at a level of at 
least 8ha per 1000 people to reduce the numbers of additional visitors to the SAC 
site. There should be no additional traffic on the A355 passing the SAC site unless 
mitigation is provided.” 

7.13 This view is provided based on the conclusions of the Screening Assessment only. The 
Councils’ Habitat Regulations Assessment prepared to support the Pre-Submission Local 
Plan is dated June 2019. The decision to include Land East of Beaconsfield as a Preferred 
Option is reliant on substantial assumptions for mitigation and understates the potential for 
significant adverse effects. 

7.14 The June 2019 HRA sets out favourable conclusions to inform the Sustainability Appraisal 
regarding the scope for mitigation. This summarises as follows: 

“8.5.6 The Councils are working with City of London to devise an appropriate 
scheme and charging schedule to be finalised prior to the Local Plan Examination.  

8.6.1 The measures set out in Policy DM NP3 Burnham Beeches SAC and the 
development of the AMS will ensure that future recreational pressures are 
managed.  

8.6.2 It is therefore concluded that there will be no AIOSI [Adverse Impact on Site 
Integrity] at Burnham Beeches SAC in relation to public access and disturbance 
caused by the Local Plan alone or in-combination.” 

7.15 However, this is within the context of acknowledging that development within 5km of the SAC 
is associated with a significant adverse effect in terms of visitor pressure and air quality. The 
SA states: 

“Where development proposals coincide with Burnham Beeches SAC, a SSSI, NNR 
or ancient woodland, or are adjacent to Burnham Beeches SAC, it is assumed that 
development would have a permanent and irreversible impact on these nationally 
important biodiversity assets, and a major negative impact would be expected.” 

7.16 Box 7.1 summarises the significant threats and pressures associated with the effects of poor 
air quality and Nitrogen emissions. These air quality issues are also further explored in the 
Councils’ Appropriate Assessment.  

7.17 Box 7.2 of the 2019 SA goes on to explain that the Local Plan is expected to achieve a 
negligible impact, subject to mitigation, including Policy DM NP3. This states that planning 
permission will only be granted beyond 500m if the proposed development can demonstrate 
that it will not give rise to significant adverse effects upon the SAC. A full Habitats Regulations 
Assessment must be submitted alongside a planning application. Any major developments 
between 500m and 5km from the SAC will also be required to contribute financially towards 
the Burnham Beeches Access Management Scheme and demonstrate that no adverse 
impacts will arise from the pressures of increased visitors. 

7.18 The Councils’ 2019 Infrastructure Delivery Plan clearly states that the mitigation strategy 
remains in development and work is in progress, meaning that the achievability of required 
mitigation is, at best, uncertain. The SA goes on to explain the requirements for mitigation in 
more detail: 
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“Therefore, the Councils are working with the City of London, Natural England and 
adjacent authorities affected through the Duty to Cooperate, to identify appropriate 
mitigation measures to reduce the impacts of additional visitors to the SAC. Sources 
of funding for such mitigation projects are being explored, and developer contributions 
towards on-site mitigation may be required, as well as additional alternative open 
space provision as part of significant new developments. The strategic site at 
Beaconsfield subject of Policy BP SP9 includes a requirement for suitable alternative 
natural greenspace (SANG) as part of the mitigation for impacts on the SAC.” 

7.19 Whilst a Statement of Common Ground was agreed with Natural England in May 2019, this 
fails to agree the measures that are required to mitigate the likely identified impacts or identify 
the extent of any residual impacts. 

7.20 The extent of outstanding work is therefore significant. The iterative process of plan-making 
has indicated adverse effects that alter previous conclusions in terms of the reasons for 
selecting reasonable alternatives and rejecting others. It is specifically contrary to paragraph 
32 of the Framework that the alternatives considered have not addressed how adverse 
effects on relevant objectives for sustainable development can be avoided, and alternative 
strategies pursued.  

7.21 National Planning Practice Guidance has recently been updated in relation to the 
requirements to consider mitigation where it cannot be concluded that there will be no 
adverse effects on a site’s integrity (ID: 65-004-20190722). 

7.22 These measures should be sufficiently secured and likely to work in practice, but the 
mitigation hierarchy should apply in the first instance and look to identify opportunities to 
avoid adverse impacts (following NPPF 2019 paragraphs 174 and 175). These measures 
may involve not proceeding with some parts of the plan or project; or incorporating additional 
works into the plan or project to avoid or reduce its impact. The Councils’ process to consider 
reasonable alternatives has not taken account of this approach to the requirements of 
mitigation in relation to the scale of development proposed East of Beaconsfield. 

7.23 Furthermore, the issue represents a cross-boundary strategic priority that requires 
engagement under the Duty to Cooperate. In terms of the spatial fit for the plan area, issues 
related to the SAC are concentrated in the south of the plan area (specifically affecting the 
proposed allocation at Land East of Beaconsfield) and thus support testing of reasonable 
alternatives that exclude the site and consider alternative distributions of growth. 

7.24 As discussed, the 2019 SA Report represents the first assessment of the full draft plan and 
has been prepared a significant period of time since Preferred Options were selected. It is 
the first assessment to consider sub-parcels recommended for release in the Part 2 Green 
Belt Assessment individually. We provide the pre-mitigation and post-mitigation findings for 
one sub-parcel (1.13) below: 
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Figure 9. June 2019 SA Findings – Land East of Beaconsfield (Pre-Mitigation) 

 

Figure 10. June 2019 SA Findings – Land East of Beaconsfield (Post-Mitigation) 

 

7.25 The 2019 SA findings for the individual Part 2 Green Belt Assessment sites represents a far 
more robust interpretation of significant adverse effects likely to arise from development. This 
is the first time these have been acknowledged in the plan-making process, leading to 
substantially less favourable findings than at previous stages.  

7.26 This is particularly the case in relation to built heritage, landscape, waste, pollution and 
biodiversity. These reflect site-specific characteristics and impacts on the wider plan area, 
including in-combination effects resulting from development of the site. These impacts are 
associated with all three dimensions of sustainable development and are associated with 
specific policies in the Framework that indicate where development should be restricted 
(including designated heritage assets and impact on the Chilterns AONB).  

7.27 Notwithstanding these findings it is the case that the proposed Local Plan option at Land East 
of Beaconsfield has been taken forward in full and not subject to any iterative testing as part 
of other reasonable alternatives. 

7.28 The SA 2019 findings for the Local Plan policy proposals under Policy SP BP9 (Land East of 
Beaconsfield) (including mitigation) are as follows: 
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Figure 11. June 2019 SA Findings – Land East of Beaconsfield (Policy Approach) 

 

7.29 The assessment of the relevant Local Plan policy demonstrates that a range of moderate 
and major adverse effects remain in association with the proposed allocation. This includes 
landscape impacts and an increase in waste and pollution associated with vehicle emissions. 

7.30 This combination of effects is the most significant grouping of adverse outcomes relative to 
all other ‘Building Site Allocations’ summarised at Table 5.9 of the Sustainability Appraisal.  

7.31 It is significant that Land East of Beaconsfield offers substantial opportunities to consider 
alternative scales of development. The adopted development plan makes appropriate 
provision for redevelopment in this location as part of the MDS sub-parcel at Wilton Park. In 
accordance with SEA legislation it is apparent that the Councils have not considered this 
alternative contribution to the spatial strategy as part of its testing of reasonable alternatives. 
It is necessary to show how these alternatives have been considered in order to provide 
adequate reasons for the selected policy option. 
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8.0 CONCLUSIONS 

8.1 This report finds that the Councils have not given adequate reasons for its selected spatial 
strategy and the identification of Land East of Beaconsfield as proposed for allocation in the 
Regulation 19 Local Plan. This site represents a significant proportion (c.31%) of total 
development identified on areas to be released from the Green Belt and has been 
identified as such since October 2016. 

8.2 There has been a substantial evolution in the Councils’ evidence base since the site was first 
identified as a Preferred Option. Given the extremely lengthy plan-making process it has 
been necessary to look at the assessment of the site within the context of requirements for 
Sustainability Appraisal across three key dimensions: 

a) The scale and distribution of development as a question of spatial strategy and ‘spatial 
fit’; 

b) Reasonable Alternatives to the Councils’ Preferred Options; and 

c) Environmental effects, consequential harm and Green Belt impacts associated with the 
Councils’ reasons for selecting Land East of Beaconsfield 

8.3 In relation to each of these areas we find that the Councils have not met the requirements of 
relevant legislation. This is on the basis that no reasonable alternatives to the Local Plan 
have been tested that either exclude the contribution of the site towards development needs 
or present any alternative to the estimate of capacity at 1,600 dwellings. 

8.4 In terms of ‘spatial fit’ we find that the Councils’ Preferred Options were selected substantially 
prior to a preferred development strategy being identified. No reasons have been given to 
demonstrate why the preferred options satisfy the requirements of the development strategy 
or whether they represent favoured (or unfavoured) options in relation to the plan’s overall 
objectives and priorities. This is particularly relevant in the context of the very high 
contribution towards development needs proposed East of Beaconsfield, notwithstanding a 
significant range of constraints to development and corresponding Green Belt impacts. 

8.5 In terms of a ‘do nothing’ scenario the Councils have not taken account of the potential to 
deliver significant development East of Beaconsfield based on the Major Developed Site in 
the Green Belt at Wilton Park, which is itself a reasonable alternative as part of options for 
the strategy. 

8.6 No alternatives for the scale and distribution of sites to be released from the Green Belt have 
been assessed in the context of the Councils’ preferred ‘Spatial Option’. This should include 
re-testing options for a potentially broader number and distribution of sites. However, the 
Councils have also failed to quantify other elements of options for the spatial strategy that 
may look to minimise Green Belt release, including opportunities for densification or re-use 
of underutilised land.  

8.7 Changes to the Councils’ evidence base reflected in the June 2019 Sustainability Appraisal 
acknowledge a significant increase in the adverse effects associated with development of 
the site. The Councils’ assessment also relies on strategies for mitigation (including provision 
for Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace) that are not confirmed and have not been 
considered as part of requirements for development within the site. Recognition of these 
adverse effects is particularly relevant in the context of the Burnham Beeches SAC and the 
location of the Chilterns AONB to the north. 

8.8 Failure to properly identify and assess the effects associated with these three key areas in 
the context of the Councils’ most recent evidence base, and failure to apply these in the 
context of comparable testing against other reasonable alternatives, indicates that the 
requirements for environmental assessment have not been satisfied. The application of 
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evidence has changed significantly since the preferred option East of Beaconsfield was 
identified and the Councils have failed to provide adequate reasons why selection of the site 
remains appropriate. 
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7.32  

 

 

 


