
1 

 

 Green Belts:  a greener future 

 

 

Green Belts: a greener future 

A report by Natural England and the 

Campaign to Protect Rural England 

 



2 

 

Green Belts:  a greener future 

 

Green Belts: a greener future 

A report by Natural England and the 

Campaign to Protect Rural England 

 

Established in 1926, Campaign to Protect Rural England is a charity that 
exists to promote the beauty, diversity and tranquillity of rural England.  
/tw9Ωǎ 2026: Vision for the Countryside, sets out how we believe rural 
England should look in the year of our centenary.  This research and the 
recommendations set out in this report will help realize our aspirations 
for the Green Belt. 
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conserve and enhance the natural environment, for its intrinsic value, 
the wellbeing and enjoyment of people and the economic prosperity 
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support debate on how the Green Belt can deliver more positive 
benefits to the environment and to people. 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

CPRE and Natural England acknowledge contributions to 
this report from the following organisations: 

 
 

                                        

 

                                 TNS UK Ltd 

                                              

  



3 

 

 Green Belts:  a greener future 

 

Foreword  

We have prepared this report to bring together fresh evidence and ideas to inform the debate on the 
future of 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ Green Belt.  The Green Belt covers nearly 13% of England, significant not only 
because of its extent, but because it provides both a breath of fresh air for the 30 million people living in 
or near to our largest towns and cities.   

Green Belt land faces many challenges. It is expected to meet diverse and often conflicting needs, and 
attracts considerable scrutiny due to the planning controls which govern it and the urban pressures 
which it faces. 

The original purpose of Green Belt is clear.  It was introduced 60 years ago to protect the countryside 
from urban sprawl and to retain the character and vitality of cities.  For this purpose, which remains 
fundamental, it has been highly effective.  Subsequently, objectives for the use of land once designated 
as Green Belt were introduced to planning policy in 1995.  These were set to provide recreation and 
attractive landscapes, to improve damaged and derelict land, to secure nature conservation and to retain 
farming and forestry.  This report considers the extent to which Green Belt is currently meeting these 
positive objectives and also looks ahead at what the Green Belt could deliver in the future. 

The report brings together, for the first time, information on the state of Green Belt land and compares 
this to other areas of England.  We provide evidence that the 1.6 million hectares of Green Belt provide a 
rich and varied natural environment and many related benefits to society.  The ecosystem services 
provided by Green Belt land are highly significant and have an economic value that is often 
underestimated or simply not understood.  We conclude that these areas could take on an even greater 
significance in the face of climate ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƭƻǿ ŎŀǊōƻƴ 
economy.  They can also help in creating a healthier society through providing space for active outdoor 
lifestyles and nutritious locally grown food. 

Our call is for more ambition to enhance the benefits and services provided by Green Belt land so that 
we can be proud to pass it on to the next generation, and for all our major towns and cities to be 
surrounded by a recognizable and well maintained natural environment.  

In the summary document accompanying this evidence report, we have identified opportunities to 
achieve this.  We invite all those with an interest in the management of the land surrounding our urban 
areas to discuss these ideas with us and to work together to create Green Belts and urban fringes fit for 
the future. 

 

 

Helen Phillips 
Chief Executive, Natural England 

Shaun Spiers 
Chief Executive, CPRE 
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Executive Summary 

This joint report by Natural England and the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) presents evidence 
on the state of the land designated as Green Belt. 

Our two organisations see a positive future for Green Belts as places which are rich in biodiversity and 
provide attractive landscapes which are appreciated and used more by the public.  In other words, places 
around towns and cities with a healthy natural environment contributing positively to the ecosystem 
services required to support life. 

Natural England has called ŦƻǊ Ψŀ ǊŜŦǊŜǎƘ ƻŦ DǊŜŜƴ .Ŝƭǘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŜǾƻƭǾŜ ǘƻ Ŧƛǘ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ 
first century circumstances and deliver more positive benefits for the natural environment and 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƛǘΩ 1. 

/tw9Ωǎ нлнс Vision for the Countryside ǎŜǘǎ ƻǳǘ /tw9Ωǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ŦƻǊ DǊŜŜƴ .Ŝƭǘǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ fulfill  their 
ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨƳƻǊŜ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƛƴǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ 
breathiƴƎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ Ŏƛǘȅ ŘǿŜƭƭŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƻƻŘΩ 2. 

 
The report confirms that Green Belt policy has been highly effective in achieving what it was intended to 
do despite considerable development pressures in the last half a century.  This was the conclusion of a 
major Government study in 19933 and the analysis commissioned for this study suggests that the 
conclusion is still valid.  The countryside around, and between, the towns and cities protected by Green 
Belt has remained largely undeveloped, certainly compared to areas without Green Belt or other 
equivalent planning controls in place. 

The positive role for Green Belt land was recognised by the Government in 1995 when the revised 
Planning Policy Guidance Note 2 (PPG2), specified that, once designated, Green Belts have a role to play 
in achieving positive land use objectives4.  These objectives, six in total, are strictly secondary to the 
purposes of the Green Belt designation, relating to stopping urban sprawl.  This report looks at the state 
of Green Belt land in terms of these positive land use objectives relating each of these to the ecosystem 
services they provide.  It assesses whether more could be achieved to tackle the new challenges of 
climate change mitigation and adaptation.  This has become increasingly important in recent years with 
the passing of the Climate Change Act 2008, and a new overall statutory purpose in the Planning Act 
2008 for spatial planning to address climate change. 

The concept of Green Belt also has strong support amongst the general public, even if they do not always 
understand the full details of the planning policy.  In survey work carried out for this project5, a majority 

                                                           

1
    Natural England, Policy on Housing Growth and Green Infrastructure, February 2008. 

2    CPRE, 2026 Vision for the Countryside, May 2009, p.6. 

3    
Elson, M, 1993.  The Effectiveness of Green Belt Policy, paragraph 1.1.  (for Department for the Environment), HMSO. 

4
    The land use objectives for Green Belt are listed in Chapter 1. 

5
    vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘǿƻ ǿŜŜƪǎ ƛƴ Wǳƭȅκ!ǳƎǳǎǘ нллф ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŀǘǳǊŀƭ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƻƳƴƛōǳǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƻƴ 

people and the natural environment. 
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(73%) of respondents both knew that Green Belts surround many major towns and cities, and valued 
Green Belts as places to enjoy quiet recreation, such as walking and cycling. 

Nevertheless, the debate about whether or not to retain Green Belt designation as a planning policy 
persists.  In recent years a number of organisations have issued a mixture of polemic and research on 
Green Belt.  The strengths and weaknesses of this long standing planning mechanism have been 
rehearsed in well publicised debate which has been driven by pressures to find sufficient land to satisfy 
housing targets, particularly in the south east of England. 

Quite separate from the debate about the location of housing growth, this report emphasises the need 
for multi-functional use of land, particularly in the face of climate change and population growth.  ΨDǊŜŜƴ 
infrastǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƻǿƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ has an important role to play.  Green Belt is already 
making a contribution which could have even a greater significance in the future if it is managed 
effectively to maximise the benefits that a natural environment can deliver. 

The challenge is to find mechanisms and ways to invest in the land that realise its potential.  This will 
involve working across public and private sectors, and across a range of disciplines.  The summary 
document accompanying this evidence report takes this message forward and identifies opportunities to 
achieve a greener future for Green Belt. 

Report structure and key findings 

Chapter 1 Sets the purpose of the report and provides background to the planning legislation and 
policy for Green Belt. 

Chapter 2 Summarises recent research and commentary on Green Belt and presents views expressed 
about the Green Belt by the public and by those who have a role in managing the land. 

Chapter 3 Describes the characteristics of Green Belt land and compares this to other parts of England.  
It explores the dynamics of the Green Belt, in terms of development pressure and planning 
controls, and draws conclusions about the effectiveness of land designated as Green Belt in 
meeting its purpose to contain urban sprawl and the openness of land around the urban 
form. 

Chapter 4  Reviews the contribution Green Belt land makes to the two Green Belt objectives relating to 
the provision of opportunities for accessing the countryside and for outdoor sport and 
recreation.  While Green Belt land has a greater share of public rights of way, Country Parks 
and Local Nature Reserves, with the proximity to the urban population the report concludes 
that there is scope to do more to encourage outdoor education, recreation and sport close 
to where people live, in turn promoting healthy lives and opportunities to engage with the 
natural environment. 

Green Infrastructure 

A network of green spaces which provide life support functions including food, fibre, air to breathe, 
places for nature and places for recreation.  The Green Infrastructure approach seeks to use 
regulatory or planning policy mechanisms to safeguard natural areas.  Multi-functional green 
infrastructure refers to different functions or activities taking place on the same piece of land and at 
the same time.  For example, a flood plain providing a repository for flood waters, grazing land, a 
nature reserve and a place for recreation. 
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Chapter 5 Reviews the objectives for Green Belt relating to attractive landscapes and damaged and 
derelict land.  The character of the Green Belt is varied but it is important to people.  Using 
the National Character Area approach, 39҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƴ .Ŝƭǘ Ƙŀǎ ΨƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘΩ ƛǘǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ 
landscape quality. A significant proportion (36%) is ΨdivergingΩ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΦ  
18% oŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƴŜƎƭŜŎǘŜŘΩ ς slightly less than for England as a whole (20%).  
A high proportion is subject to landscape scale regeneration, such as through the Community 
Forest programme. 

 Chapter 6 Reviews the state of nature conservation in the Green Belt.  While there are slightly fewer 
nationally protected sites than for England, the state of the sites across all Green Belt land is 
similar to the national average.  This conceals the fact, however, that some individual Green 
Belts have a significantly higher proportion of Sites of Special Scientific Interest in a less 
favourable condition.  Some particular species of birds and butterflies are faring well within 
the Green Belt landscape which is less likely to suffer from over grazing and water pollution 
and agricultural run-off than other parts of rural England. 

Chapter 7 Reviews the Green Belt objective relating to the retention of agriculture and forestry and 
related uses.  It shows that the majority of Green Belt land is either woodland or in 
agricultural use but that a high proportion of undeveloped land in Green Belt is not 
registered as agricultural and is more likely to be extended gardens and horse paddocks.  
Green Belt land receives a lower proportion of agri-environment payment than would be 
expected for the area covered, and on average receives less payment per hectare, although 
there is a wide variation between the 14 Green Belt areas. 

Chapter 8 Considers the new challenges relating to climate change and assesses whether Green Belt 
land has the ecological capacity to face these.  It acknowledges the ecosystem services 
currently provided by Green Belt land and concludes that there is potential to do more to 
support a low carbon economy and to meet the challenges of climate change mitigation and 
adaptation. 

Chapter 9 Concludes that the value of Green Belt land in an undeveloped state is significant and needs 
to be a powerful consideration in decisions about the future shape and form of urban 
development and how to tackle challenges of population growth and climate change.  It calls 
for greater ambition for Green Belt land to deliver more benefits to people and to the 
environment. 
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Introduction 
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Introduction  

Purpose of this report 

This report brings together current and new evidence and ideas to inform the ongoing debate on the 
future of land designated as Green Belt in England.  It reviews the nature of Green Belt land and the 
benefits it currently delivers, before considering the contribution it makes to a wide range of ecosystem 
services and the role of Green Belt in tackling future challenges. 

Natural England has called ŦƻǊ Ψŀ ǊŜŦǊŜǎƘ ƻŦ DǊŜŜƴ .Ŝƭǘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŜǾƻƭǾŜ ǘƻ Ŧƛǘ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ 
century circumstances and deliver more positive benefits for the natuǊŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 
ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƛǘΩΦ6  

/tw9Ωǎ нлнс Vision for the Countryside ǎŜǘǎ ƻǳǘ /tw9Ωǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ policy that Green Belts should continue to 
ŦǳƭŦƛƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨƳƻǊŜ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀƴ 
invŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ōǊŜŀǘƘƛƴƎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ Ŏƛǘȅ ŘǿŜƭƭŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƻƻŘΩ7. 

This report provides an evidence base to inform the continuing work of both organisations. 

History of the Green Belt 

The concept of Green Belt was initially suggested in the late 19th century.  Lƴ муфуΣ 9ōŜƴŜȊŜǊ IƻǿŀǊŘΩǎ 
proposed Garden Cities were intended to be άǇƭŀƴƴŜŘΣ ǎŜƭŦ-contained, communities surrounded by 
ƎǊŜŜƴōŜƭǘǎΣ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜǎΣ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ 8.  In the 1930s 
CPRE campaigned for a clear barrier of undeveloped land against ribbon development and urban sprawl.  
As a result of these campaigns and other local initiatives, the first Green Belts were designated in London 
and Sheffield, the former assisted by an Act of Parliament in 1938.  By 1955, Green Belts were firmly 
supported by both national planning legislation and policy. CPRE has continued to be involved in 
campaigning for Green Belt designation, and permanent protection, in many parts of the country. 

                                                           

6
    Natural England, Policy on Housing Growth and Green Infrastructure, February 2008. 

7
    CPRE, 2026 Vision for the Countryside, May 2009, p.6.  /tw9Ωǎ Ŧǳƭƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƻƴ DǊŜŜƴ .Ŝƭǘǎ ƛǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ 

www.cpre.org.uk. 

8
    Sir Ebenezer Howard, 1898.  To-morrow: a Peaceful Path to Real Reform, (reissued in 1902 as Garden Cities of  

To-morrow).  Kessinger Publishing. 

Ecosystem Services 

Ecosystem services are the wide range of valuable benefits that a healthy natural environment 
provides for people, either directly or indirectly.  The benefits range from the essentials for life, 
including clean air and water, food and fuel, to ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΩ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ that improve our quality 
of life and wellbeing, such as recreation and beautiful landscapes.  They also include natural 
processes, such as climate and flood regulation that we often take for granted. 

http://www.cpre.org.uk/
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Figure 1 ς Key dates in Green Belt history 

Professor Sir Peter Hall argues that the history of the Green Belt can be divided into three phases, the 
first being the designation of Green Belts in London and Sheffield by local authorities between 1935 and 
1947, the second being those immediately following the Town & Country Planning Act 1947; and the 
third phase post-Green Belts since the 1960s, in which time the land area covered by them has expanded 
considerably9. 

The area covered by fully approved Green Belts has doubled since 197810, although much of this has 
been as a result of confirmation of details of the Green Belt boundaries that had been agreed in principle 
as early as the 1950s.  In 2006 a large area of land in the South West Hampshire Green Belt was re-
designated as the New Forest National Park.  Both Natural England and CPRE welcomed this change in 
designation, as landscape protection became the overarching principle guiding future policies, and 
levering in more resources for sustainable land management and public access. 

                                                           

9   
Hall P, 2007.  Rethinking the Mark Three Green Belt.  Town & Country Planning, August 2007, p.229. 

10   
Elson, M, 1993.  The Effectiveness of Green Belt Policy, paragraph 1.1.  (for Department for the Environment), HMSO.   

1898 Garden City movement ς Ebenezer Howard proposes Garden Cities surrounded by Green 
Belts. 

1926 Formation of CPRE, one of whose earliest campaigns was against urban sprawl. 

1935  First Green Belt proposed in an official planning policy by the Greater London Regional 
tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ άǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƻǇŜƴ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
ŀǊŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀ DǊŜŜƴ .Ŝƭǘ ƻǊ ƎƛǊŘƭŜ ƻŦ ƻǇŜƴ ǎǇŀŎŜΦέ 

1938 Sheffield Green Belt designated by local government. 

1938 Green Belt (London and Home Counties) Act. 

1947 Town and Country Planning Act, allowed local authorities to control changes in the use of  
land from undeveloped to developed uses. 

1955 Green Belt policy for England was set out in Ministry of Housing and Local Government  
Circular 42/55 which invited local planning authorities to consider the establishment of 
Green Belts in their area. 

1959 Metropolitan Green Belt fully designated in local plans. 

1986 Completion of M25 motorway, running largely through the Metropolitan Green Belt. 

1988 Circular42/55 replaced with Planning Policy Guidance Note 2. 

1995 PPG2 amended to add positive objectives for Green Belt land. 

2001 Current version of PPG2 issued. 
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Green Belt policy 

Government policy on Green Belts is contained in Planning Policy Guidance 2 (PPG2) which is the current 
responsibility of the Department for Communities and Local Government (CLG).  The five purposes of 
Green Belts, set out in PPG2, are: 

Â to check the unrestricted sprawl of large built up areas; 

Â to prevent neighbouring towns from merging with one another; 

Â to assist in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment; 

Â to preserve the setting and special character of historic towns; and 

Â to assist with urban regeneration, by encouraging the recycling of derelict and other urban land. 

The policy in PPG2 clearly states that the most important attributes of Green Belts are their openness 
and permanence.  Local authorities must have regard to Green Belt policy in preparing spatial plans and 
the policy in PPG2 can also be a material consideration in reaching decisions on individual planning 
applications and appeals. 

The area covered by Green Belt is set through strategic level planning.  Since 2004 this planning has been 
done through the Regional Spatial Strategies with detailed boundaries fixed by Local Development 
Frameworks.  Any changes have to be justified to the Secretary of State who will need to be convinced 
that exceptional circumstances exist and alternatives have been considered.  Permanence means that 
Green Belt boundaries should endure for longer than the life of a development plan and not be reviewed 
every time a local or strategic development plan is reviewed.  A record of change is maintained by CLG11. 

Development within Green Belts is strictly controlled and there is a general presumption against 
inappropriate development.  Development considered appropriate includes: some mineral extraction; 
small-scale infill development within villages; the extension/re-use of existing buildings; and 
development strictly required in connection with agriculture, forestry and outdoor sport and recreation.  
Where any large-scale development or redevelopment of land occurs, including mineral extraction, 
landfill, road proposals, or high voltage electricity pylons this is often off-set by contributing towards 
Green Belt land use objectives or adding to the Green Belt boundary in another location. 

Land use objectives for Green Belt  

The most recent version of PPG2 (1995), officially recognised for the first time that Green Belts can 
contribute to other land use goals beyond their purposes.  PPG2 states that these additional objectives 
are not a factor in the designation or continued protection of Green Belt land.  This is for two principal 
reasons: (i) because to make them so would be an active incentive for landowners who wanted to 
develop their land, to let the quality of the land deteriorate and (ii) they would provide a justification for 
development to enable improvement which would often contradict the primary purposes and the 
presumption against most forms of new development.  Whilst, therefore, Green Belts should not be 
designated to take account of these, once designated Green Belts can contribute to the following 
objectives: 

Â to provide opportunities for access to the open countryside for the urban population;

                                                           

11
  Local Planning Authority Green Belt Statistics: England 2008/09 

www.communities.gov.uk/publications/corporate/statistics/lagreenbelt2008  

http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/corporate/statistics/lagreenbelt2008
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Â to provide opportunities for outdoor sport and outdoor recreation near urban areas; 

Â to retain attractive landscapes, and enhance landscapes, near to where people live; 

Â to improve damaged and derelict land around towns; 

Â to secure nature conservation interest; and 

Â to retain land in agriculture, forestry and related uses. 

Although not added to Green Belt policy until the mid 1990s, the idea that Green Belt land should 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ Ƙŀǎ ƛǘǎ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ƛƴ 9ōŜƴŜȊŜǊ IƻǿŀǊŘΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŀƴŘ 
in the 1938 London Green Belt Act.  These objectives encourage a positive approach to the use of the 
land protected from urban sprawl, as well as providing a sense of the greater value and benefits that 
Green Belt land, once designated, can provide to society. 

This report examines the potential of the land use objectives, to see how Green Belt land can contribute 
positively beyond its original purpose.  As Figure 2 shows, fulfilling these objectives can play an important 
role in delivering a range of environmental benefits, and all of these are supported by a range of 
ecosystem services. 

Chapters 4 to 7 review the evidence relating to the objectives for Green Belt in four sections: 

Â People and the natural environment. 

Â Valued landscapes. 

Â Healthy natural systems. 

Â Thriving farming and forestry. 

New challenges for Green Belt land are assessed in Chapter 8. 
 

Figure 2 ς Green Belts and Ecosystem Services are mutually reinforcing 
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Methods used 

Land cover and land use data has been analysed to describe and review the use of Green Belt land.  In 
addition, local and national questionnaire surveys have been used to seek the views of stakeholders and 
the public.  More detail on the methodology used is in Annex 1.  This explains the way the area of Green 
Belt land was calculated using 2006 data.  The area of Green Belt used for this study is 1,619,835 hectares 
(12.4% of England)12.  The current area of Green Belt is nearly 13% of England with the majority of the 
difference explained by improved mapping. 

Throughout the report we have compared Green Belt land with England as a whole, and also with other 
similar urban frƛƴƎŜ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ/ƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƻǊ !ǊŜŀǎΩ όǎŜŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ōŜƭƻǿύ 13.  The areas 
cover a further 10% of England, and they face many of the same challenges and opportunities as Green 
Belt land due to their proximity to major urban areas.  Figure 3 shows the location of Green Belts in 
England. 

 

                                                           

12  
There is a variance of 1.1% between this figure and the official total area recorded for 2008 by CLG, which is 1,638,288  

hectares (12.6% of England). 

13
  Exceptions to this are: the analysis of indicator species in Chapter 6 where data for Green Belt and Comparator Areas 

has been set against data for Lowland England rather than England as a whole; and data on derelict and vacant 

previously developed land, which has been provided according to the eight Government Office Regions. 

Comparator Areas 

In this review land designated as Green Belt has been compared with urban fringe areas which are 
not subject to Green Belt planning controls.  The Comparator Areas were devised by drawing 5 km   
zones around all major towns and cities with population in excess of 100,000.  All of the area that 
was not designated as Green Belt was combined.  This included the area around 17 towns and cities 
with no Green Belt, as well as the areas of land not designated around towns and cities partly 
surrounded by Green Belt.  Figure 3 illustrates this. 

Using this approach, the area covered by Green Belt in 2006 was 1,619,835 hectares or 12.4% of 
England at mean high water (13,050,388).  The area covered by the Comparator Areas was 
1,325,870 which is 10% of England at mean high water. 

Throughout the remainder of the report the term Comparator Areas is used to describe these non-
Green Belt urban fringe zones. 
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Figure 3 ς Map of Green Belt and major urban areas in England 

Green Belt areas are based on 2006 data and 

digitised to a hectare square grid. 

Comparator Areas are 5 km zones 

 around major urban areas which 

 are not designated Green Belt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Green Belt Area (ha) 

Avon 66,868 

Burton upon Trent and 
Swadlincote 

714 

Cambridge 26,340 

Gloucester and 
Cheltenham 

6,694 

London (Metropolitan) 484,173 

North West 247,708 

Nottingham and Derby 60,189 

Oxford 33,728 

SW Hampshire and SE 
Dorset 

78,983 

South Yorkshire and 
West Yorkshire 

248,241 

Stoke-on-Trent 43,836 

Tyne and Wear 71,854 

West Midlands 224,954 

York 25,553 

Total 1,619,835 

Urban areas with over 
200,000 population without 
Green Belt 

 Population 

Leicester 303,580 

Kingston upon 
Hull 

301,420 

Plymouth 243,800 

Southampton 234,250 

Reading 232,660 

Urban areas with over 
200,000 population with in 
Green Belt 

 Population 

London 7,215,900 

Birmingham 970,900 

Liverpool 469,000 

Leeds 443,250 

Sheffield 439,870 

Bristol 420,560 

Manchester 394,270 

Coventry 303,480 

Bradford 293,720 

Stoke-on-Trent 259,250 

Wolverhampton 251,450 

Nottingham 249,850 

Derby 229,400 
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National Water Sports Centre, Holme Pierrepont in the Nottingham Green Belt. 

 © Jon Hancock Photography 
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Brockley Hill, near Stanmore 

© Henrietta Williams 

Chapter 2 

The Green Belt debate 


