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Topic Paper 1: Background to Strategy and case for Exceptional 

Circumstances to amend Green Belt boundaries 

 

1 Introduction 

1.1 This topic paper sets out the background to the production of Spelthorne’s Local Plan 

from the point at which a new Plan commenced until the current stage, namely the 

Regulation 19 for the Pre-Submission Publication Version of the Local Plan. 

 

1.2 This paper explains the technical and political stages of Local Plan preparation that 

we have undertaken, together with how public consultation feedback has informed 

the strategic direction of the Plan. It also includes the case for Exceptional 

Circumstances to amend Green Belt boundaries. 

 

1.3 Whilst the Staines Development Framework (SDF) Supplementary Planning 

Document is also being submitted to the Planning Inspectorate with the Local Plan, 

this is because the two are intrinsically linked due to some overlap on strategic 

matters, most notably on housing supply and distribution that is affected by zoning 

proposals in the SDF and at Policy SP1 of the Local Plan. Other than this aspect, the 

SDF does not require examination but the background sets out the stages of both 

documents. Staines upon Thames is the Borough’s largest town and the focus for 

much of the development opportunity sites to meet our housing need, which is why a 

‘masterplan’ approach was considered necessary and this is discussed further below. 

 

2 Background  

2.1 Spelthorne’s current key Development Plan document, the Core Strategy and 
Policies DPD, was adopted in 2009 and can be found here: 
https://www.spelthorne.gov.uk/article/17620/Development-Plan-2009.  

2.2 The decision to publish now is key to ensuring delivery of an adopted Local Plan by 
summer of 2023, before a government-imposed deadline of December 2023. Failure 
to adopt by then runs the very real risk of control of its production being taken away 
from Spelthorne (and passed to the Secretary of State or a body such as Surrey 
County Council). 

2.3 The journey of the Local Plan began back in 2014 with work starting on the SDF in 
earnest back in 2020. Both documents have been a collaboration between 21 
Members on a cross party basis, via two Task Groups. Since June 2020, the 
‘collective team’ have spent over 100 hours in task group meetings (Tables 1 and 2 
below) and debated matters at 9 Cabinet and Environment and Sustainability 
Committee meetings (Table 3 below). 

2.4 To reach this point, the Publication version of the Local Plan has been through three 
rounds of extensive public consultation. There has been one round of public 
consultation on the draft SDF, and the document is currently subject to a further 

https://www.spelthorne.gov.uk/article/17620/Development-Plan-2009
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round of public consultation alongside the Regulation 19 on the Local Plan before 
submission (Table 4 below).         

2.5 Pivotal to a lot of councillor debate has been whether or not the Borough should meet 
its housing need in full. This has been debated vociferously by councillors throughout 
the development of the documents. Each time, councillors have reached the 
conclusion that the right approach is to meet our need. Throughout preparation of 
both documents, the Council has made continued and compelling attempts to central 
government to have our housing number reduced. If the standard method is revised 
this year, which has been suggested, we would still be able to revise the Plan before 
submission or adoption. 

 

Overarching strategy - Local Plan and Staines Development Framework 

1. Meet housing need (618 per year) 

2. Minimising loss of green belt (just 0.7%) 

3. Looked to increase density in developed areas to protect green belt  

4. Reduce impact on Staines as a result of above to avoid additional housing 
allocations in the town beyond those already identified 

5. Reduce some building heights in Staines through zoning  

6. More family homes with gardens  

 

2.6 The Regulation 19 and SDF consultation commenced on 15 June 2022, ending on 5 
September 2022. A consultation strategy was agreed by both task groups, which 
include physical events again plus a dedicated 10-page section of the summer 
edition of the Bulletin, the Council’s magazine delivered to every household in the 
Borough (appx 40,000. 

2.7 The starting point for the examination is the assumption that the Council has 
submitted what it considers to be a sound plan. The Pre-Submission Publication 
Version of the Local Plan is positively prepared, based on a strategy which seeks to 
meet objectively assessed development and infrastructure requirements; is justified 
by robust evidence; can be delivered; and is consistent with national policy. The Plan 
is positively prepared, based on a strategy which seeks to meet objectively assessed 
development and infrastructure requirements; is justified by robust evidence; can be 
delivered; and is consistent with national policy.  We have also carried out our 
responsibilities under the Duty to Cooperate and engaged effectively with our 
neighbouring authorities. As such, the Plan is considered to meet the test of 
soundness and is therefore a step closer to examination and eventual adoption. 

2.8 On the issue of being ‘positively prepared’, the Foreword to the Local Plan may 
appear at odds with this statement. This was written and signed by Members to 
explain to their community the difficult decisions they faced in seeing the Plan 
through to this stage and is from a political perspective, the motivations for which we 
expect the inspector will understand. Officers consider this to be a positive Plan for 
the Borough that spreads the impact of development and is considerably preferable 
to the no Plan or out of date Plan consequences we currently face. The small amount 
of Green Belt release enables us to deliver significant benefits and although much 
has been made of this ‘pain’ in political messaging, in reality even with a lower 
housing need figure officers would still recommend most of the Green Belt sites for 
allocation to deliver those benefits. 
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2.9 The table below sets out in full the background and journey so far for both the Pre-
Submission Publication Version of the Local Plan and the Staines Development 
Framework. This work has been a collaboration between Members on a cross-party 
basis over several years, supported by officers in the Strategic Planning Team. The 
Local Plan Task Group comprises a Member from each ward plus the chair and vice 
chair of the task group and the vice chair of Environment and Sustainability 
committee (16 in all). The Staines Development Task Group comprises all Members 
from each Staines ward plus the chair and vice chair of the Environment and 
Sustainability Committee (12 in all). Overall, 21 of the 39 Spelthorne councillors have 
been directly involved in this process.  

 

Stage  Decision date  Key information  Housing need 
pa 

Local Plan 
Issues and 
Options  

Cabinet  

24 April 2018 

Four options 

1) to intensify brownfield 
(previously developed) sites in 
the urban area,  

(2) release Green Belt 

(3) maximise development 
opportunities in Staines upon 
Thames or  

(4) a combination of these 
approaches. 

 

Consultation May – June 2018 

NPPF places 
great emphasis 
on meeting 
housing need 

Between 552 
and 757* 

 

Local Plan 
Issues and 
Options 

Cabinet  

26 September 2018 

Agreed response document - 
published September 2018 

590  

 

Local Plan 

Preferred 
Options  

Cabinet  

25 September 2019 

Agreed fourth option – 
combination of approaches 

Releasing 1.6% of green belt and 
a further 100 units per year in 
Staines (identified through 
Staines Development 
Framework) 

Consultation November 2019 – 
January 2020 

603** 

Staines 
Development 
Framework  

Cabinet  

8 April 2020  

Agreed the appointment of David 
Lock Associates  

DLA appointed May 2020 

 

Covid-19  From March 2020   National lockdown and move 
to remote working  

 

Local Plan 

Preferred 
Options 

Cabinet  

23 September 2020 

Publication of consultation 
response document.  

606** 
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Rearward assessment of 
response only – no decisions on 
future direction of the Local Pan   

Staines 
Development 
Framework  

Task Group  

Autumn – Winter 
2020 

Developed an Analysis and 
Review Paper 

Considered elements to be 
included within the Objectives 
and Options consultation 

(1) Sustainable and inclusive 
growth 

(2) Resilient and inclusive 
town centre 

(3) People friendly streets 
and spaces 

(4) Sustainable access 

(5) Integrating riverside with 
open spaces 

(6) Access to useable and 
attractive recreation 
facilities 

 

Local Plan – 
revised 
housing figure  

Cabinet  

4 November 2020 

 

 

 

Local Plan Task Group wanted to 
consider a ‘brownfield only’ 
strategy  

Decision to proceed with the 
lower provisional housing number 
to determine level of 
development  

 

December 2020 – Government 
do not proceed with lower figure  

Government 
consultation 
dropped figure 
to 489***   

 

 

606**** 

Local Plan 

 

 

 

 

Staines 
Development 
Framework  

Task Group  

Autumn – Winter 
2020 

 

 

Task Group 

Examined scope to increase 
density and yield assumptions on 
brownfield sites to lower the 
deficit to be met by Green Belt 
sites 

Call for Sites exercise 
(developers and landowners) 

 

Considered whether there was 
scope to identify further 
opportunity sites   

606**** 

Staines 
Development 
Framework 

Cabinet  

29 March 2021  

Agreed the Analysis and Review 
report 
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Agreed the Objectives and 
Options report, and consultation 
questionnaire 

Consultation18 May to 29 June 
2021 

Spelthorne moves from Cabinet system to Committee system – May 2021 

Local Plan – 
revised 
strategy  

E&S Committee   

13 July 2021 

Meet small deficit by releasing 
0.6% of Green Belt  

No longer include an additional 
allocation for Staines  

Considered a list of further 
potential Green Belt sites  

611**** 

Staines 
Development 
Framework 

E&S Committee  

6 October 2021 

Agreed the publication of the 
consultation response document  

 

Local Plan Task Group  

Autumn 21 – 
Spring 22 

Further consideration of site 
allocations 

Developing and reviewing the 
draft policies  

611**** 

Staines 
Development 
Framework 

Task Group  

Autumn 21 – 
Spring 22 

Developing proposed zoning 
areas for the town. 

Developing 6 big ideas: 

(1) Connecting to the rivers 

(2) Development that 
respects character 

(3) Healthy streets for people 

(4) New open spaces 

(5) Redevelopment of 
Elmsleigh and Tothill 

(6) Design for urban living 

 

Staines 
Development 
Framework  

Task Group  

31 March 2022 

Concern around time to read and 
digest document – advised key 
elements has been discussed at 
various TG meetings and the 
document was a compilation of 
these 

TG would have preferred to see a 
desk top version of the document 
for ease 

Re-assured SDF would come 
back to the task group after 
consultation for further 
amendments to be considered 
and included to take account of 
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feedback from the public and 
stakeholders 

Agreed the draft SDF could proceed 
for consideration by E&S 
Committee. 

Local Plan Task Group 

6 April 2022   

Review of publication draft of the 
Local Plan 

Discussion on climate change 
(low to zero carbon) and 
accessible homes  

Whether Plan could be amended 
should the standard model for 
housing need change 

Concerns remain over the zoning 
approach in the SDF  

Whether allocations could be 
separated from the policies in the 
plan – answer is no as sites 
cannot be added in or dropped 
out without undermining the 
strategy and evidence  

Agreed by majority to support the 
draft Local Plan for consideration 
by E&S Committee 

618**** 

 

* Figure from Strategic Market Housing Assessment, which was the way of 
calculating need at the time  

** Figure derived from government standard methodology 

*** Figure derived from revised provisional government standard methodology 

**** Figure derived from government standard methodology – higher due to annual 
calculation 

 

2.10 In addition to the work undertaken by previous iterations of the task groups, the 
current Local Plan Task Group and Staines Development Task Group have met on 
57 occasions since their inception in June 2020, equating to over 100 hours of 
meetings. This is a considerable amount of involvement in plan preparation in 
comparison to other authorities but demonstrates the commitment to achieving the 
task with as much input from every ward and every political grouping as possible. 

2.11 Table 1 sets out more detail around the work of the Local Plan Task Group, whilst 
Table 2 sets out the work of the Staines Development Task Group 

 

Table 1   

Local Plan Task 
Group  

Number of Meetings Time  

Since inception June 
2020 

34 61 hours  
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Discussion Topic No. of meetings per topic  

Sites  15 26 hours  

Strategy 7 13 hours 

Policies 5 8.5 hours  

Infrastructure Delivery 
Plan  

2 3.5 hours 

Other  5 10 hours  

  

 

 

 Table 2 

Staines Development 
Task Group  

Number of Meetings Time  

Since inception June 
2020 

24 44.5 hours  

  

Discussion Topic No. of meetings per topic  

Analysis  2 3.5 hours  

Objectives and Options 
(including consultation) 

4 6.5 hours  

Objectives and Options 
(feedback) 

3 5 hours  

Locations for higher 
densities (zoning) 

6 13 hours  

Riverside  2 3 hours  

Infrastructure Delivery 
Plan  

2 3 hours  

Other  5 10.5 hours  

 

2.12 In addition to the work of the Task Groups, decisions have been made by councillors 
at all key stages of the development of both the Local Plan and the Staines 
Development Framework. This has been a critical part of the process, ensuring that 
all the relevant information has been provided to councillors to ensure open, 
transparent and informed decision making. It has also enabled an ongoing, robust 
debate to be held within a public arena. This process has enabled councillors to 
periodically check and review the direction of travel.  

Table 3    

Councillor Decision  Body  Date  

Consult on 4 options for the Local Plan   Cabinet 24 April 2018 

Agreed consultation response 
document for the Local Plan 

Cabinet  26 September 2018  

Agreed the fourth option (combination) 
for the Local Plan for consultation  

Cabinet  25 September 2019 
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Agreed the appointment of consultants 
for the Staines Development 
Framework  

Cabinet  8 April 2020 

Agreed the consultation response 
document on Preferred Options for the 
Local Plan for publication  

Cabinet 23 September 2020 

Agreed to proceed with the lower 
provisional housing figure for the Local 
Plan in anticipation it would be formally 
adopted 

Cabinet 4 November 2020 

Agreed the Analysis and Review report, 
the Objectives and Options report, and 
the Objectives and Options consultation 
questionnaire for the Staines 
Development Framework 

Cabinet 29 March 2021 

Agreed the revised strategy for the 
Local Plan (meet housing need, 
release approximately 0.6% of Green 
Belt and no longer include an additional 
housing allocation for Staines) 

E&S 
Committee 

13 July 2021 

Agreed the publication of the 
consultation response document for the 
Staines Development Framework  

E&S 
Committee 

6 October 2021  

 

 Public consultation  

2.13 All the documents leading up to this point have been the subject of full public 
consultation, where all our residents, businesses and interested parties have had the 
opportunity to have their say. Key stages have been agreed through the formal 
decision-making process (see Table 3 above). Whilst the Plan must comply with 
national planning policy and guidance, there are decisions to be made locally on the 
overall strategy and direction of the Plan and these have been Member-led, with 
support and professional advice from officers, taking account of consultation 
feedback. Table 4 below sets out the formal consultation steps to date and the level 
of engagement. 

 

Table 4 

Consultation Dates Number of people or 
organisations responding 

Local Plan Issues & 
Options 

14 May – 25 June 2018 247 

Local Plan Preferred 
Options 

5 November 2019 – 21 
January 2020 

437 plus seven petitions of 
several hundred signatures 
each 

Staines Development 
Framework Objectives 
& Options 

18 May – 29 June 2021 745 
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2.14 Consultation strategies have been agreed by Members of the respective task groups, 
which have aimed to reach as many people in the Borough as possible through a 
variety of methods. These have included pull-out sections of the Bulletin or leaflets 
sent to every household in Spelthorne, physical events such as public meetings at 
the Council Offices and stalls in areas of high footfall (prior to COVID-19), and 
making use of social media, especially during pandemic restrictions when physical 
interaction was more limited.  

 

Housing need number  

2.15 Throughout preparation of both documents, the issue of housing need has been 
prevalent. The table in this report sets out how the Council’s housing need figure has 
altered as we have progressed through the various stages of plan preparation. The 
Council has made continued and compelling attempts to have the standard method 
for calculating need amended to reduce the figure for Spelthorne.  

2.16 Correspondence setting out our efforts can be found here: 
https://www.spelthorne.gov.uk/article/20561/Council-challenge-the-Government-and-
local-MP-on-housing-numbers. Without a change to the method itself and with our 
current rate of under-delivery against objectively assessed need, the strategy has 
remained to aim to meet our need in full and that balancing the benefits of doing so 
against the limited harm of releasing just 0.7% of our Green Belt amounts to 
Exceptional Circumstances to allow us to amend the boundaries. Evidence produced 
for the Local Plan shows that whilst the need figure is high, we can deliver on this 
number without resulting in adverse impacts such as to the highway network, the 
environment or local infrastructure and services, subject to investment identified 
through the Infrastructure Delivery Plan. However, in the event that the standard 
method is revised this year, we will seek to consider revising the Plan and discuss 
with Members before submission or at any point before adoption by the Council. 

2.17 It is also worth noting that the zoning proposals for Staines are only likely to be 
considered sound by the Inspector if we are meeting the housing need in full 
throughout the Plan period. Zoning effectively limits potential housing supply by 
stipulating maximum heights and densities in certain more sensitive locations in the 
town, which could be seen as contrary to national policy on optimising development 
opportunities in urban and sustainable locations such as Staines. Our defence to this 
is that overall we will be meeting housing need and therefore this allows us the 
choice to consider limiting development potential in some areas where justified. 

 

Current position 

2.18 The Pre-Submission Publication Version of the Local Plan is now complete and is at 
the Regulation 19 stage of the process, with the consultation running from 15 June to 
5 September 2022. It is accompanied by a ‘Destination and Objectives’ section, 
which aligns the Plan to the Council’s current corporate priorities (adopted by 
Corporate Policy and Resources Committee on 29 November 2021), and shows a 
vision of the future once the objectives have been met at the end of the Plan period.  

2.19 The Publication Version of the Local Plan accords with the strategy agreed in July 
2021 to meet our housing need (now 618 dwellings per annum), release 
approximately 0.7%1 of Green Belt, and no longer include an additional housing 

 
1 The marginal increase of 0.1% from the 0.6% in the strategy agreed by E&S Committee on 13 July 
2021 to 0.7% now proposed is a result of changes to sites selected and recommended for release by 
the Task Group 

https://www.spelthorne.gov.uk/article/20561/Council-challenge-the-Government-and-local-MP-on-housing-numbers
https://www.spelthorne.gov.uk/article/20561/Council-challenge-the-Government-and-local-MP-on-housing-numbers
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allocation for Staines. In order to achieve this, the Pre-Submission Publication 
Version of the Local Plan sets out a number of Green Belt site allocations which are 
included at the end of the document (debated and agreed by the LPTG). Many of 
these sites will be brought forward in the early years to front-load the Plan to take 
account of previous under-delivery and they bring with them the prospect of a greater 
percentage of affordable homes, family housing and open space provision.  

2.20 The draft Staines Development Framework is also at the next stage of consultation, 
after which the feedback will inform a final version of the Framework for submission 
with the Local Plan to the Planning Inspectorate. The two will be submitted together 
as they are intrinsically linked, even though the SDF as a supplementary planning 
document is subordinate to the Local Plan and would not normally require 
examination before adoption. 

2.21 Whilst the Pre-Submission Publication Version of the Local Plan has to focus on 
development opportunities in Staines-Upon-Thames, the draft Staines Development 
Framework demonstrates how the town can grow in a sustainable and sensitive way, 
and deliver on ‘6 Big Ideas’ – connecting to the rivers, development that respects 
character, healthy streets for people, new open spaces, redevelopment of Elmsleigh 
and Tothill area and design for urban living.  The concept of zoning has been 
developed to afford greater ‘protection’ to those areas which merit it, whilst ensuring 
the town as a whole has the capacity to grow. Critically, in order to demonstrate that 
it can deliver the growth required for the Local Plan, the framework is rooted in 
commercial reality.  

2.22 The Strategic Planning Team has been responsible for producing and commissioning 
the full evidence base to support the Local Plan, which has required updating at 
various points of the process due to the passage of time. The volume of work 
produced is indicative of just how much supporting evidence is required for the 
production of a Local Plan and the difficulty in keeping the evidence up to date when 
there are delays in production. The full evidence base is available online. 

2.23 The decision to progress to Regulation 19 was made at an Extraordinary Council 
Meeting on 19 May 2022. This followed an Environment & Sustainability Committee 
meeting on 26 April 2022 where although the decision could have been made that 
night, Members were recommended to advance the decision to Council in view of the 
wide-ranging issues and contention surrounding the Local Plan. The committee voted 
in favour of recommending to Council that the Local Plan and SDF be agreed as 
drafted and to commence the consultation. The recommendation and decision were 
made by a clear majority but Members spoke of their reluctance to deliver a plan that 
meets such a high level of housing need, but recognising that the risks to more 
precious Green Belt of not doing so were too great. The views of Members in taking 
this difficult decision are expressed in the Foreword to the Local Plan, which is 
written from a political rather than officer perspective, as mentioned previously in this 
paper. 

  

Consideration of alternative options   

2.24 The decision to publish the Pre-Submission Publication Version of the Local Plan and 
draft Staines Development Framework now is key to ensuring progress can be made 
to deliver on the timetable set out in the approved Local Development Scheme 
(LDS). It is crucial that the new Local Plan is in place before the deadline of 
December 2023 which has been imposed on all Councils by central government. 
Failing to do so runs the very real risk of control of its production being taken away 
from Spelthorne.  
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2.25 The LDS was updated last year (in part due to the early stages of Covid when the 
team resource was reallocated to assist with the Council’s pandemic response, but 
also as a result of changes in the political leadership). Even so, key milestone dates 
have already slipped as a result of additional time needed by the relevant task 
groups to agree elements of both documents, and the time taken to review the 
Members’ ‘vision’ that was later dropped from further consideration. The LDS gives 
an adoption date of June 2023, although this is dependent on keeping to the 
timescales, and the lead-in time and length of the examination (this is largely out of 
our hands).  

2.26 This overall delay of 18 months has unfortunately held up completion of key pieces of 
evidence that relied on a decision being made on the overall strategy and selection of 
sites, such as the transport assessment, viability assessment and the Infrastructure 
Delivery Plan. Whilst these have now been completed, they and other evidence will 
only remain current for a limited period of time before they need updating again. 

2.27 Different options for the Local Plan strategy have been considered at various stages 
of its preparation, as set out above. The Pre-Submission Publication Version of the 
Local Plan represents the most reasonable option for meeting our housing need. It 
proposes only a small loss of Green Belt (just 0.7%), reduces the impact on Staines 
by not including an additional allocation, provides opportunity to reduce some 
building heights in Staines through zoning proposals in the draft Staines 
Development Framework and allows for more family homes with gardens to be built. 
A brownfield-only strategy would have delivered some 98% of new units as flats. 

2.28 Both the Pre-Submission Publication Version of the Local Plan and draft Staines 
Development Framework deliver for our important areas of Green Belt, for the future 
of Staines and for the needs of our residents. It prevents the process from becoming 
a battleground between those that want to preserve all our Green Belt and those who 
do not want overdevelopment in Staines. It prevents landowners and developers of 
the least preferred sites from taking advantage of our inaction and it allows us to 
keep control of our Plan. It is positively prepared, based on a strategy which seeks to 
meet objectively assessed development and infrastructure requirements; is justified 
by robust evidence; can be delivered; and is consistent with national policy. As such, 
the Plan is considered to meet the test of soundness and will withstand the rigours of 
examination and be capable of eventual adoption. 

2.29 It is important to re-state that this Local Plan should aim to meet our housing need. 
Officer advice, confirmed by legal counsel advice, is that whilst it is appealing to 
consider producing a Plan that does not meet our need in full this will not be a sound 
strategy and would be rejected by the Planning Inspector. We have demonstrated 
that we have areas of Green Belt that could be released for development without 
causing significant harm to the integrity of the remaining Green Belt and that the 
benefits of doing so outweighs that limited harm. This is explored further below under 
Exceptional Circumstances. 

2.30 The Local Plan is the one document which has the most impact on how the Borough 
will look, and what facilities it will provide for future generations of residents and 
businesses. Whether or not the Borough should meet its housing need has been 
debated vociferously by councillors over a considerable period at numerous LPTG 
meetings, Environment and Sustainability Committees (including the one on 13 July 
2021 which agreed the strategy), as well as motions to Council on an alternative 
‘Vision’ for the borough. Each time, councillors have reached the decision that the 
right approach is to meet our need.    

2.31 Those few authorities that have attempted not to meet their housing need since the 
introduction of the standard methodology have so far failed. This is because the 
plans such as those submitted by Sevenoaks District Council and Wealdon District 
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Council have not proceeded to full examination as the inspectors have considered 
that the Duty to Cooperate test has not been met and that more should have been 
done to secure assistance from neighbouring authorities to meet housing need. 
Plans that have had a lower number accepted were submitted under the regime that 
preceded the standard method. Our housing need is high, we have years of under-
delivery against the latest objectively assessed need figures and we have areas of 
Green Belt that are not performing against its stated aim, that have already been built 
on and that could bring additional benefits to our communities. The possible sites are 
not what many people would even recognise as Green Belt in character and visual 
amenity value.  

2.32 Members were advised by officers that whilst it may be tempting to submit a Plan 
which does not meet our housing need and allow an Inspector in all likelihood to 
reject our Plan rather than progress a sound strategy ourselves, this would result in a 
delay of at least a year to 18 months. That runs the significant risk of having 
production of our Plan handed to the Secretary of State or a body such as Surrey 
County Council as it will be clear by that stage that there is little prospect of meeting 
the December 2023 deadline. It also opens up the very real potential for larger, more 
important and highly performing Green Belt sites to come forward for development 
with greater prospect of success without a sound Local Plan progressing. Recently, 
planning inspectors have given significant weight to the Council’s under delivery of 
housing in allowing appeals against our decisions. This situation will only be 
exacerbated the longer the Local Plan takes to be adopted – taking decision making 
increasingly out of ‘local hands’. Furthermore, the zoning approach to sensitive areas 
of Staines in the SDF is only likely to be found sound if overall the Local Plan is 
meeting our housing need, as reducing the potential yield of sites in town centres 
could be considered contrary to national policy on optimising densities in sustainable 
locations. 

2.33 Members were made aware of the recent decision made by neighbouring Elmbridge 
Borough Council on their Regulation 19 Local Plan, which was to only meet two 
thirds of their housing need, and not to release any Green Belt. Their public 
consultation started just after ours and finishes on 29 July 2022. As an authority we 
will need to consider our position on their unmet need, but are currently minded to 
object to the overall soundness of their Plan. There is the risk that an inspector 
examining their plan, should it reach that stage, would say Spelthorne’s Plan should 
meet some of their unmet need, as happened at Waverley Borough Council where 
housing need from Woking and London was imposed. This would be fiercely 
defended as we do not consider this to be an acceptable approach when Spelthorne 
has made the difficult and brave decision to release Green Belt to meet its own need 
when Elmbridge hasn’t. 

 

3. Exceptional Circumstances 

3.1 In addressing the matter of amendments to Green Belt boundaries, the National 
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) in para 140 states that these should only be 
altered where exceptional circumstances are fully evidenced and justified, through 
the preparation or updating of plans. 

3.2 The exceptional circumstances test is a less demanding one than that for very 
special circumstances, when seeking to determine a planning application for 
inappropriate development in the Green Belt.  This was confirmed in the case of 
Compton PC v Guildford BC (2019), which also determined that exceptional 
circumstances is a matter of planning judgement, which can also include meeting the 
need for housing. 
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3.3 The NPPF further states in para 141 that before concluding that exceptional 
circumstances exist to justify changes to Green Belt boundaries, the plan-making 
authority are required to demonstrate that all other reasonable means for meeting 
needs have been considered. 

3.4 Through the background to preparation of the Local Plan, the question of meeting 
housing need has been the most discussed between Members and Officers. The 
professional view of officers is that we have Exceptional Circumstances to warrant 
amending Green Belt boundaries to meet our need in full. Members in agreeing the 
draft Plan by a clear majority have accepted this view. 

3.5 In reaching this position, officers have balanced the harm caused by the principle of 
Green Belt release and the impact on individual sites (through the Green Belt 
assessments, stages 1-3) against the benefits of those sites being developed and to 
the strategy as a whole. The key point is that the release at just 0.7% is very limited 
and therefore the benefits in the weighing exercise clearly outweigh the degree of 
harm. The same position would be unlikely in the event of a much larger release 
and/or more strategically important Green Belt sites. As such, the Council is focused 
on releasing only those required to meet our own need and for specific purposes. 
These are: family homes with gardens, Gypsy and Traveller sites, a replacement 
community centre with affordable flats above, and a new sixth form college. Two of 
the Green Belt allocations are also acting as enabling development to fund 
improvements to sports and recreation facilities on those sites. We consider these 
developments are vital to the delivery of our Local Plan strategy and provide benefits 
to the community that outweigh the harm. The site assessments set out more 
detailed information on the case for release of individual allocations in light of the 
Green Belt performance, character and amenity of the site, sustainability and access, 
and other benefits that weigh in favour of release. The overall rational for the 
selection of sites has been those that result in the least harm and the most benefit. 

3.6 We have reviewed the case for amending Green Belt boundaries for other purposes 
and consider that Exceptional Circumstances do not exist at this time. The key area 
considered is employment floorspace. The Preferred Options consultation (began 
November 2019) included two sites in Stanwell for Green Belt release for 
employment use. The 2018 Employment Land Needs Assessment identified a 
relatively small level of employment land needs over the plan period, however at that 
time, the third runway at Heathrow Airport was being progressed to the Development 
Consent Order stage and the Council considered that the expansion of the airport 
and the resulting increase in need for cargo and logistics floorspace could amount to 
Exceptional Circumstances to justify allocating the two sites for this purpose. 
Following the Pandemic, Heathrow expansion is currently paused and the view of 
officers, endorsed by Members, is that the need without expansion is not so great as 
to outweigh the harm caused by release of these sites. The 2022 ELNA update again 
identified a relatively low level of need for employment floorspace and this was not 
felt to be of a significant level to justify Green Belt release as it could be met though 
re-use of or intensification on existing sites. In consultation with local residents, the 
collective view was that the more pressing need was for housing and that the 
community preferred to see these sites released for residential development over an 
employment use. This position can be revisited at the 5-year review stage of the 
Local Plan from adoption to take account of the status of the expansion plans at that 
time and the sites available to meet need. 

3.7 The following sections will set out the reasons for the conclusion that Exceptional 
Circumstances exist to amend Green Belt boundaries for these developments.   

Housing 
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3.8 Spelthorne has historically under delivered against its housing requirement. The 
Council previously had an adopted housing target of 166 dwellings per annum 
through its Core Strategy 2009, however the Objectively Assessed Need figure 
increased substantially through the Strategic Housing Market Assessment (552-757 
dpa) and then through the Government’s standard method for calculating housing 
need (currently 618 dpa). 

3.9 Spelthorne’s historic under delivery of housing and a lack of five-year housing land 
supply was confirmed as having significant weight in the determination of the appeal 
in January 2022 at the Old Telephone Exchange, Masonic Hall and Adjoining Land in 
Staines-upon-Thames2.  This appeal was allowed for 206 residential units in a town 
centre location following a refusal being issued by the Council’s planning committee 
on the grounds of excessive height and lack of parking. It is worth pointing out that 
we believe the zoning proposals for Staines, whereby certain more sensitive 
locations in the town will have height and density limits and is supported by the 
Staines community, relies on a strategy that overall in the Borough meets our 
housing need in full to avoid. Otherwise, there is the argument that we are not 
optimising densities in a town centre location with good public transport links.   

3.10 Figure 1 sets out the past delivery of housing against the local housing need figure in 
Spelthorne. Since the introduction of the OAN calculated through the SHMA in 2015, 
Spelthorne has struggled to deliver enough homes to meet its needs. This is 
reflected in the results of the Housing Delivery Test, whereby a score is calculated 
based on the average delivery of housing against need over a three-year period. 
Spelthorne scored; 63% in 2019, 60% for 2020 and 50% in 2021. This decreasing 
figure indicates that the delivery of housing in Spelthorne is worsening and as such 
Spelthorne faces the consequences of having to produce an annual Housing Delivery 
Test Action Plan, apply a 20% buffer to its housing supply and also face the 
Presumption in Favour of Sustainable Development.  

3.11 Graph 2 shows the delivery of Affordable Housing units in Spelthorne over the past 
10 years. Affordable Housing provision in Spelthorne has been inconsistent and is 
significantly below the proportion previously required in the Core Strategy of 50% 
overall. Spelthorne is a well-located Borough, situated immediately to the south of 
Heathrow Airport and adjacent to west London. The Borough offers a good quality of 
life with strong transport links to London. Whilst this has many positive impacts, the 
desirability of the location does mean that affordability is negatively affected. There is 
significant pressure on the affordability of housing in the Borough with median house 
prices being 12.66 times median workplace-based annual earnings (as published in 
March 2022 from a base date of 2021). As such, there is a strong need for Affordable 
Housing in the Borough, however past delivery has not been able to address this 
sufficiently. This is a growing issue in Spelthorne with affordability ratios increasing 
year on year. Current trends indicate that affordable housing is not being delivered at 
the required level and therefore the Council must consider how its Local Plan 
strategy may address this. 

 
2 Appeal Ref: APP/Z3635/W/21/3280090 
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Figure 1: Annual Housing Delivery in Spelthorne 

 

Figure 2: Annual Affordable Housing Delivery in Spelthorne 

 

3.12 The Council has identified 0.7% of the current Green Belt for release to address 
these past issues associated with housing delivery. The Council has identified 
specific sites to allow for the delivery of an increased number of units overall, with the 
majority of the Green Belt release sites considered to be deliverable within the first 
five years of the plan following ongoing engagement with site promoters and 
landowners. This increased certainty is likely to boost housing delivery in the short 
term once the Plan is adopted.  

3.13 In the absence of an up-to-date Local Plan, coupled with a lack of five-year housing 
land supply, there remains significant pressure on existing Green Belt sites across 
the Borough.  An appeal (Part B)3 was allowed in July 2021 at Bugle Nurseries in 
Upper Halliford for 31 dwellings within strongly performing Green Belt, as assessed 
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by the Council’s Green Belt Assessment.4  It was determined that, in the absence of 
a five-year housing land supply, the addition of 31 dwellings to the Council’s housing 
stock along with affordable housing provision and other local benefits would outweigh 
the harm to the Green Belt.   

3.14 Therefore, without consideration of releasing Green Belt that could be suitable to 
meet housing needs, having been assessed as such as part of a Green Belt Review 
process, this means that less suitable areas of Green Belt will continue to be under 
threat. 

3.15 Green Belt release sites also provide the opportunity to deliver a greater mix of 
homes including the provision of family housing, which would not be feasible on 
previously developed urban sites. Urban sites are largely expected to prioritise the 
delivery of housing through flatted development schemes in order to maximise the 
efficient use of land and boost densities. Greenfield sites however are not subject to 
the same constraints and viability issues and therefore offer somewhat of a ‘blank 
canvas’ to increase the provision of dwellinghouses.  

3.16 Due to their less complex viability considerations, greenfield sites i.e. those in the 
Green Belt, have been viability tested to a level of 50% Affordable Housing. This 
level will help to substantially increase the level of Affordable Housing provision 
within Spelthorne. In comparison, viability testing on previously developed urban 
sites has shown that only a 30% Affordable Housing level is likely to be viable.  

3.17 Overall, the benefits in terms of housing provision and positive impacts for the 
community listed in the preceding paragraphs are considered to outweigh the 
potential harm to the Green Belt.  

 

 Gypsy and Traveller sites 

3.18 The Spelthorne Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation Assessment was undertaken 

by ORS (Opinion Research Services) in 2018.  Over the period 2017-2041 the 

following need was identified: 

Categories 2017-2041 

Gypsies and Travellers – meeting planning 

definition 

3 

Gypsies and Travellers – unknown  0-7 

Gypsies and Travellers – do not meet the planning 

definition  

17 

Travelling Showpeople – meeting planning 

definition 

15 

Travelling Showpeople – unknown 0-2 

Travelling Showpeople – do not meet definition 0 

 

The Authority Monitoring Report (AMR) 2010 to 2022 shows that the existing number 

of pitches for both gypsies and travellers and travelling showpeople in Spelthorne 

 
4 https://www.spelthorne.gov.uk/Greenbeltassessment 
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Borough was established as part of the Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation 

Assessment (GTAA) carried out in 2006. Since then, no pitches have been lost and 

no new provision has been made within the Borough. It is imperative that the 

identified need for those meeting the planning definition is met though our Local 

Plan. Due to the constrained nature of the borough, it has not been possible to 

identify any sites within the urban area or any brownfield sites on which to 

accommodate the pitches or plots. Suitable sites have been identified to meet the 

needs. The site for fifteen Travelling Showpeople plots is a valuable piece of Green 

Belt (as set out in the Green Belt Assessment evidence), however the professional 

judgement of officers, supported by Members, is that meeting the need when no 

pitches or plots have been permitted for more than twelve years, makes an overriding 

case for permitting this type of development on this site.   

3.19 Our preference would be for the Travelling Showpeople site to remain Green Belt, 

given its strong performance and the reduced impact on openness compared to a 

bricks and mortar housing development. It has been known for the need for plots to 

reduce over time if the Showpeople community disperses or relocates and with the 

site in private ownership there is the risk that it is removed from the Green Belt and 

the Council would find it difficult to resist a housing scheme if it were no longer 

designated. We believe Exceptional Circumstances only exist for the Showpeople 

site and not regular homes as there are other available sites for residential that 

scored better in terms of Green Belt performance and other factors, whereas this was 

the only site considered suitable for Showpeople. We have indicated this site for 

release as the advice we were given is that it should be removed from the Green Belt 

if allocated, whether for travellers or the settled community, but we would welcome 

the opportunity to review this approach with the Inspector at Examination. 

 

 Community use 

3.20 The two sites for community use (Ashford Community Centre and the Sixth Form 

College in Sunbury) were put forward through the Local Plan preparation stages for 

consideration to be released from the Green Belt, rather than a specific need 

identified then a suitable site sought. In that respect, they are more opportunistic but 

nevertheless beneficial to the strategy and the Council’s corporate priorities. 

3.21 Ashford Community Centre (AT1/012) is owned by Spelthorne Council and is in need 

of replacement. In doing so, the Council in its asset management capacity also 

wishes to build affordable flats above the new centre on the same site. Whilst a 

replacement building is not inappropriate development in the Green Belt, releasing 

the site from this constraint would give greater opportunity for a larger scheme than 

can deliver an improved size and layout for the community centre, more affordable 

housing units and overall contribute to meeting housing need. During the Task Group 

deliberations on the sites proposed for release from the Green Belt to meet the 

shortfall in supply once brownfield sites had been exhausted, one potential allocation 

was removed from consideration. This site was put forward around the same time 

and therefore brought the supply back to the level of meeting our need again. The 

impact and benefits of allocating this site are analysed in more detail in the Draft 

Local Plan Site Allocations – Officer Site Assessments but it is considered that 

Exceptional Circumstances exist to outweigh the harm. 
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3.22 For the Sixth Form College (HS1/012b), this site was raised by the promoters of the 

neighbouring site that is also indicated for allocation and officers advised that it be 

put forward formally through the Local Plan process. The methodology of assessing 

need for further education facilities by Surrey County Council is different to that for 

primary and secondary provision as it is recognised that there are more options for 

travelling further afield but the proposal was supported by Surrey County Council. 

Spelthorne is not well served by sixth forms to existing schools and preference is 

given to existing students although some secondary schools do not have their own 

sixth form. Plus there are no longer any separate further education institutions since 

Spelthorne College closed in Ashford. This means many Spelthorne students travel 

out of borough to Brooklands College in Weybridge and Strodes College in Egham. 

As well as inconvenience to local students, this also adds vehicle trips to the highway 

network, including Walton Bridge and Staines Bridge which are the main crossing 

points for these colleges respectively and can experience peak time congestion. The 

new college would be adjacent to Bishop Wand CofE Secondary School, which does 

have a sixth form, but would not be affiliated with it and would be run under the ‘free 

school’ model. A small amount of enabling development by way of a residential 

scheme is proposed, which ensure the college could be delivered viably and 

contributes to overall housing supply. No other sites were put forward by landowners 

or promoters for an education use and it is considered that the benefits to the 

community amount to Exceptional Circumstances to outweigh the harm to the Green 

Belt. Further assessment of the impacts and benefits of releasing this site can be 

found in the Draft Local Plan Site Allocations – Officer Site Assessments within the 

evidence base. 

3.23 Other Green Belt release sites for housing include community benefits by investing 

the proceeds of the residential scheme into improvements to the sports facilities. 

These are Ashford Sports Club (AT1/002) and Staines and Laleham Sports Club 

(RL1/011). These sites contribute to the housing supply so as discussed above we 

consider a case for Exceptional Circumstances to release them has been made but 

the additional community benefit to improving sports facilities weighed in favour of 

their selection for allocation. 

 

 Exceptional Circumstances summary 

3.24 In summary, we consider the sites identified above for release from the Green Belt 

are pivotal to the delivery of our Local Plan and that the benefits to the strategy 

outweigh the harm resulting from amending Green Belt boundaries. 

Development type Reasons for Exceptional 
Circumstances  

Housing - Insufficient brownfield land to 
meet need in full 

- Chronic under delivery in past 
years 

- Provides family homes with 
gardens 

- Higher affordable housing 
provision (50% instead of 30% 
on brownfield) 

- Sites selected are the least 
‘harmful’ in Green Belt terms and 
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deliver the most benefit to 
outweigh the harm 
 

Gypsy and Traveller sites - Historic under provision of sites 
to meet identified need 

- Benefits of meeting that need 
outweighs harm to the Green 
Belt 

- No brownfield sites available 
- Sites selected for their suitable 

location, particularly with access 
to the strategic road network and 
minimal disruption to the 
community from the movement 
of vehicles 
 

Community uses - Site specific community uses 
that meet local need 

- Deliver benefits to sports & 
recreation facilities and 
education that outweigh the 
harm of releasing these sites (all 
deliver on meeting housing need 
too) 
 

 


