
 

Matter 3: Whether there are strategic and local level exceptional circumstances that 

justify the release of sites from the Green Belt for development and whether the 

approach towards compensatory improvements is sound 

For ease of reference, this response has been split the matter into two parts: 

Part 1 – Whether there are strategic and local level exceptional circumstances 

that justify the release of sites from the Green Belt for development;  

Part 2 - Whether the approach towards compensatory improvements is sound 

Part 1 - Whether there are strategic and local level exceptional circumstances that 

justify the release of sites from the Green Belt for development,  

1. South Oxfordshire District Council accepts that there are exceptional circumstances for 

the removal of sites from the Green Belt.  At paragraph 17 of BGP.11, the City Council 

sets out the factors that ‘come together to override the normal presumption that Green Belt 

boundaries should endure (exceptional circumstances)’. They are as follows: 

 

• High cost of housing; 

• Imperative to meet as much of Oxford’s housing need as possible; 

• Oxford’s potential for growth; 

• Lack of housing as a barrier to economic growth (at the local, sub-regional and national 

level); 

• Promotion of sustainable patterns of growth. 

 

2. South Oxfordshire District Council is supportive of these strategic level exceptional 

circumstances and agree the need for them to be considered mutually. 

 

3. However, the District Council contends that the City Council has not demonstrated that all 

reasonable alternatives have been fully examined. The National Planning Policy 

Framework (NPPF) is clear that before concluding that exceptional circumstances exist to 

justify changes to Green Belt boundaries, it should be demonstrated that all other 

reasonable options for meeting identified need for development are examined. Paragraph 

137 of the NPPF provides three areas of which should be examined fully: 

 

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 this 

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. The City Council’s Oxford Green Belt Review – Background Paper (BGP.11) consider this 

paragraph and provides an assessment of how the City Council have satisfied each 

requirement. This matter statement will not reiterate the concerns of the District Council in 

response to these.  As set out in the response to Matter 2, South Oxfordshire District 

Council is concerned that all reasonable alternatives have not been fully examined by the 

City Council. In particular, the District Council finds that points a) and b) have not been 



 

fully examined, restricting the assessment of capacity within the city. Please see South 

Oxfordshire District Councils response to Matter 2.  

 

5. Furthermore, BGP.11 states at paragraph 61 that the Local Plan Preferred Options 

Document considered a suite of Options to the Green Belt. The preferred option stated 

that: “Review the Green Belt boundaries and be predisposed to allocate Green Belt sites 

within the city for housing (taking into account other reasonable alternative considerations) 

that are rated as having a ‘moderate’ and ‘low’ impact on the Green Belt, as determined 

by the Green Belt Study 2017, undertaken by LUC. Do not review the Green Belt boundary 

or allocate sites where the impact would be ‘high’”.  

 

6. South Oxfordshire District Council consider that to discount the development potential of 

Green Belt sites based on their assessment of harm precludes the consideration of sites 

that could be appropriate. The District Council would challenge this approach on the basis 

that it limits the available capacity for development in the city. 

Part 2 - Whether the approach towards compensatory improvements is sound. 

7. South Oxfordshire District Council has concerns with the approach the City Council has 

taken in policies SP24-31 as it is not clear and is ambiguous. The requirement is welcomed 

by the District Council, however it would question whether the policy wording would enable 

the measures to be satisfactorily secured.  

 

8. The City Council commissioned evidence (Identification of opportunities to enhance the 

beneficial use of Green Belt land - GRS.3) to investigate compensatory improvements. In 

its response to the Inspectors second set of questions, under number 36, the City Council 

state that all of the ‘compensatory improvements suggested as part of the report can be 

delivered through usual planning mechanisms – conditions, section 106 agreements and 

through the Community Infrastructure Levy’. Only through the answers to the questions 

for the green belt land – in their evidence they do not confirm how this would be achieved. 

 

9. GRS.3 aimed to identify the opportunities to enhance the Green Infrastructure on Green 

Belt land adjacent, or in close proximity to the sites proposed for release, realising the 

multifunctional benefits that the enhancement of this land could bring. 

 

10. Policy SP24-31, of which are the associated site allocation policies for the Green Belt 

release sites, contain the requirement that ‘compensatory measures should be required 

as per the improvements suggested in the Opportunities to Enhance the Beneficial Use of 

Green Belt Land Report (LUC, 2018)’. SODC considers the methodology to identify the 

opportunities to enhance the beneficial use of the Green Belt, of which follows the recently 

published Paragraph 002 reference ID: 64-002-20190722 of the Planning Practice 

Guidance, to be appropriate. 

 

11. GRS.3 uses language such as ‘could’ and ‘should’, lacking in certainty as to the actual 

requirements that would be requested. This could likely lead to difficult negotiations at the 

application stage, providing uncertainty to developers.  

 

12. As per paragraph 16 (d) of the NPPF, which requires that plans should ‘contain policies 

that are clearly written and unambiguous’ and paragraph 34 which states that they should 

‘set out the contributions expected from development’, South Oxfordshire District Council 

has concerns as these policy requirements are not explicit. Planning Practice Guidance, 

at Paragraph: 001 (Reference ID: 10-001-20190509) provides further clarification that 



 

‘policy requirements should be clear so that they can be accurately accounted for in the 

price paid for land’.  

 

13. South Oxfordshire District Council would suggest that a clear and unambiguous list of 

measures are provided within Policy SP24-31 to ensure that certainty is provided. GRS.3 

has not been subject to examination and will not be examined through the Local Plan 

process. The policy should therefore be re-phrased to indicate that development should 

“have regard” to these documents rather than accord with them.  

 


