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NORTH SOMERSET COUNCIL CORE STRATEGY 
EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC - ISSUE 3A/3B: SPATIAL STRATEGY 
 
POSITION STATEMENT ON BEHALF OF BRISTOL AIRPORT 

1. Introduction and Outline of Case 

1.1 Introduction 

1.1.1 This Position Statement has been prepared by AMEC Environment and Infrastructure 
UK Limited, on behalf of Bristol Airport and is submitted to the Examination in 
Public (EiP) into the North Somerset Council Core Strategy.  It focuses specifically on 
Policy CS6: North Somerset’s Green Belt and in doing so considers the degree of 
weight to be accorded to the draft South West Regional Strategy (dRS) (Hearing Issue 
3a) and the Green Belt implications of the Core Strategy compared with the dRS 
(Hearing Issue 3b), in the context of Bristol Airport. 

1.1.2 The Position Statement should be read in conjunction with the objections set out in 
previous written representations submitted by Bristol Airport1 as well as the Position 
Statement submitted in relation to Hearing Issue 3h. 

1.2 Outline of Case 

1.2.1 The evidence provided in this Position Statement provides robust justification for 
applying significant weight to the dRS in determining the soundness of the strategy 
and policies that comprise the Core Strategy.  The High Court has ruled that RSs are 
to remain part of the statutory development plan until such time as they are revoked.  
Further, the evidence which led to the provisions of the dRS is up-to-date, has been 
subject to public consultation, appraisal and been tested at examination and therefore 
should provide the basis for policies within the Core Strategy.   

1.2.2 In this context, and in turning to the issue of the Green Belt implications of the Core 
Strategy compared with the dRS (in so far as they relate to Bristol Airport), it is 

                                                      
1 See Core Strategy Publication Version January 2011- Responses to Soundness Consultation (Comment 
ID 1051265/CSPV/2, page 128, and Comment ID 1051265/CSPV/2, page 325) and responses submitted 
by Bristol Airport in relation to the Schedule of Proposed Changes and implications of the Draft National 
Planning Policy Statement 
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submitted that in not extending the existing Green Belt Inset in the vicinity of the 
Airport to include land to the south of the airfield, Policy CS6 is unsound as it fails to 
accord with Policy HMA1 of dRS.  This policy makes clear that the Airport should be 
removed from the Green Belt in order that its development needs are accommodated.   

1.2.3 Policy CS6 is also unsound as it fails to recognise that the long term development 
needs of the Airport have been unequivocally established, principally through the 
grant of planning permission for its expansion.  There are also robust “exceptional 
circumstances” to warrant an amendment to the Green Belt Inset, not least that the 
land in question will not fulfil the overarching aim of the Green Belt which is to 
preserve openness.    

1.2.4 Taking into account the evidence contained within this Position Statement, it is 
respectfully submitted that provision should be made, within the Core Strategy, for a 
local amendment to the Green Belt as it applies to Bristol Airport and that this 
amendment be reflected on the Proposal Map.   

1.2.5 The remainder of this Position Statement provides evidence to support this case. 

2. Context 

2.1 Background 

2.1.1 Bristol Airport is located approximately six miles to the south west of the main 
conurbation of Bristol and is the principal airport for the South West region.  It 
represents the UK’s ninth largest airport, and the third largest regional airport in 
England outside of the South East, after Manchester and Birmingham.  Bristol has 
been one of the fastest growing UK airports with passenger numbers increasing from 
under 2 million passengers per annum (mppa) to around 6 mppa in 2010.   

2.2 Future Growth and the Existing Green Belt Inset 

2.2.1 Planning permission2 was granted in February 2011 for the major expansion of the 
Airport to handle 10mppa by 2019/20.  The expansion proposals include: terminal 
extension; new walkways, piers and aprons; additional car parking areas including 
multi storey; new office building; replacement fuel storage depot; landscape and 
nature conservation enhancement measures.   

2.2.2 The North Somerset Replacement Local Plan (NSRLP) (Adopted March 2007) 
defined an Inset that excludes the northern side of the Airport’s operational area from 
the Green Belt (the existing Inset is reproduced at Appendix A).  However, land to the 
south of the existing terminal building, including the runway and the existing Silver 

                                                      
2 Application number 09/P/1020/OT2 
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Zone long stay car parking area are situated outside the Inset and remain within the 
Green Belt.  This land forms part of the Airport’s proposals for expansion.   

2.2.3 The dRS (Policy HMA1) has subsequently made provision for an amendment to the 
Green Belt Inset to meet the Airport’s development needs.  However, Policy CS6 of 
the submitted Core Strategy sets out that the boundaries of the Bristol-Bath Green Belt 
will remain unchanged during the plan period and stipulates that amendments to the 
Green Belt at Bristol Airport will only be considered once: 

i. long-term development needs have been identified; and 

ii. exceptional circumstances have been demonstrated.   

2.2.4 The implication of retaining the existing Green Belt Inset is that the Airport Operator 
will be required to demonstrate “very special circumstances” to justify any 
modifications to the existing planning permission or deliver necessary operational 
development within the boundary of the planning permission that lies outside the 
Inset.   

2.2.5 It is considered that the requirements of Policy CS6, so far as they relate to Bristol 
Airport, have already been established.  The policy therefore places an unnecessary 
burden on the Airport Operator and creates uncertainty which may undermine the 
successful implementation of the Airport’s expansion.    

2.2.6 The requirements of Policy CS6 highlighted above are discussed in-turn below.   

3. Long-term Development Needs 

3.1 Overview 

3.1.1 Contrary to Policy CS6, there is already a considerable volume of evidence which 
establishes the longer term development needs of Bristol Airport.  This includes: 

• Approved development proposals;  

• Bristol Airport Master Plan; 

• Future of Air Transport White Paper (ATWP) and Progress Report. 

3.1.2 This evidence is discussed in the following sections.   

3.2 Approved Development Proposals  

3.2.1 Planning permission has been granted for development of the Airport to accommodate 
a throughput of up to 10 mppa.  In granting the planning permission, the Council 
accepted that the development needs of the Airport cannot be accommodated within 
the existing Green Belt Inset.  On this issue, the Planning Officers’ report to 
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Committee on 3rd March 20103 concluded, in respect of additional car parking, that 
“…if BIA is to grow to a level that is consistent with the ATWP, allowing some of the 
car-parking requirements in the Green Belt is justified as representing very special 
circumstances”.  With regard to new buildings in the Green Belt, Officers also 
concluded that “they cannot be located on other sites outside the Green Belt”.     

3.2.2 In summary, it is submitted that the long-term development needs of Bristol Airport 
have already been clearly established and, moreover, accepted by the Council as 
justification for development within the Green Belt.  Policy CS6 fails to take account 
of this evidence. 

3.3 Bristol Airport Master Plan 

3.3.1 The Bristol Airport Master Plan (2006) identified a series of proposals to increase the 
capacity of the Airport to accommodate 9 mppa by 2015, with a further capacity 
increase for 10-12 mppa to 2030.  The majority of the elements identified within the 
Master Plan have been carried forward into the approved development proposals and 
although some adjustments were made (largely in response to changes in the aviation 
industry since publication), it should be considered a material consideration and as 
evidence of the Airport’s long-term operational needs.  In their report to Committee on 
3rd March 2010 on the planning application for the Airport’s expansion, Council 
Planning Officers reached a similar conclusion in stating that these adjustments “do 
not render the Master Plan invalid, particularly since it is a long-term plan, which 
will evolve over time”. 

3.4 ATWP and Progress Report 

3.4.1 The ATWP (and 2006 Progress Report) identifies Bristol as the main airport within 
the South West and supports its long term development to around 12 mppa4 (which 
continues to be the Airport’s forecasted capacity5).  The ATWP was accepted as 
demonstrating the long term development needs of the Airport within the dRS (see 
Section 4.4 of this Position Statement) and in the determination of the granted 
planning permission.       

3.4.2 The ATWP remains the most up-to-date national policy on aviation.  Importantly, the 
status of the ATWP was recently considered at the High Court where, in rejecting a 
challenge6 to the grant of planning permission for the expansion of Bristol Airport, Mr 
Justice Collins ruled: 

                                                      
3 See page 88 
4 See paragraphs 10.9 to 10.13 
5 See Department for Transport (2011) UK Aviation Forecasts – August 2011 
6 Stop Bristol Airport Expansion Ltd v North Somerset Council 
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“The Government, for good or ill, has maintained the ATWP for the time being as the 
relevant policy document…It seems to me it cannot be an error of law for advice to be 
given to follow that policy.” 

3.4.3 Whilst the Coalition Government has cancelled plans for new runways at Heathrow, 
Gatwick and Stansted airports7, it has not withdrawn its support for the expansion of 
Bristol Airport.  It is clear therefore that the ATWP should be afforded significant 
weight in determining the soundness of the Core Strategy and be taken as evidence of 
the Airport’s long term development needs.   

4. Exceptional Circumstances 

4.1 Overview 

4.1.1 It is submitted that, contrary to Policy CS6, “exceptional circumstances” have already 
been clearly demonstrated to support the extension of the Green Belt Inset to include 
land to the south of the airfield.  These exceptional circumstances are discussed in-turn 
below and include: 

1. The existing planning permission for development of the Airport, the 
implementation of which will affect the openness of the Green Belt in this 
locality; 

2. The provisions of the dRS which recommend removal of the Airport from the 
Green Belt having regard to its development needs; 

3. Support for growth afforded by the ATWP/Progress Report; 

4. The importance of the Airport to the regional economy. 

4.1.2 It is important to note that at a number of other airports exceptional circumstances 
similar to those identified in relation to Bristol Airport above are provided as reasoned 
justification for local amendments to green belts within local plans and emerging core 
strategies.  These airports include Newcastle, Manchester, Bournemouth and 
Birmingham and further information is provided at Appendix B. 

4.2 Existing Planning Permission and Openness 

4.2.1 The Inspector at the NSRLP Inquiry recommended (at paragraph 46.15 of his report) 
that the land to south of the airfield be excluded from the Green Belt Inset in order to 
ensure that development would have to demonstrate “very special circumstances” to 
justify why it could not be located within the Inset, thereby optimising the use of the 
land within the Inset and minimising the impact on the openness of the Green Belt: 

                                                      
7 The Coalition: Our Programme for Government, May 2010  
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“Taking all these considerations into account, I consider that the appropriate 
boundary for a Green Belt Inset at BIA would be to exclude that part of the airport 
operational area that is situated north of the northern taxiway and east of Cooks 
Bridle Path, i.e. the fall-back position of the Council were I minded to make such a 
recommendation. In my judgement, this would define an area within which all 
development that would clearly require express planning permission and undoubtedly 
be inappropriate development would be expected to take place in the period up to 
2020 which I regard as sufficiently long-term to meet the requirements of PPG2. It is 
broadly also the area within which development would be least likely to injure the 
visual amenities of the Green Belt. Should additional development that would require 
express planning permission be required elsewhere within the operational area or on 
land currently beyond the airport limits and that development be deemed to constitute 
‘inappropriate development’ in PPG2 terms, I consider that it would be wholly 
appropriate for ‘very special circumstances’ to have to be demonstrated to justify why 
that development could not be located within the inset if it needs to be at Lulsgate.”   

4.2.2 However, in granting planning permission for expansion of the Airport, the Council 
has accepted that “very special circumstances” exist to justify development in the 
Green Belt and that optimum use has been made of land within the existing Inset.  The 
“very special circumstances” accepted were as follows: 

• A projected growth in passenger numbers to 10mppa which cannot be supported 
by existing facilities at the Airport; 

• The proposed level of car parking is justified and is required to provide for the 
level of growth set out in the ATWP; 

• Optimum use of the Green Belt Inset has been made in order to minimise the 
amount of development in the Green Belt. 

4.2.3 Acceptance of these “very special circumstances” by the Council but a failure to 
acknowledge that similar “exceptional circumstances” exist to support an amendment 
to the Green Belt Inset to realise the permitted proposal is inconsistent. 

4.2.4 Following completion of the Airport’s expansion, the proposed development within 
the Green Belt will include: 

• Extensions to existing southern side car parking and reconfiguration of existing 
Silver Zone; 

• Taxi-way extension to Eastern Apron; 

• Taxiway Golf widening; 

• Runway turning heads; 

• General Aviation apron; 

• Replacement car hire, car valeting and reception building; 

• Additional long stay car parking; 

• Runway End Safety Area; 
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• Snow base; and  

• Replacement Royal Mail development. 

4.2.5 Appendix C shows the extent and details of these proposals.   

4.2.6 Land to the south of the airfield will clearly be fully developed and its retention within 
the Green Belt is therefore unacceptable as it will not achieve the overarching aim of 
national Green Belt policy (preserving openness)8 and will not endure over the plan 
period (as it will not be free from “inappropriate” development).  In this respect, the 
impact of the Airport’s expansion proposals on the openness of the Green Belt was 
clearly highlighted by Planning Officers in their report to Committee on 3rd March 
2010 on the planning application for the Airport’s expansion: 

“The main harm to the Green Belt from the proposed development is that it reduces 
the overall area and openness of the Green Belt and results in an encroachment into 
the countryside.  The works are ‘inappropriate’ (which by definition is ‘harmful’) 
development having regard to PPG2 and adopted planning policy and would justify a 
refusal of planning permission, unless the harm by reason of inappropriateness, and 
by other harm is clearly outweighed by other considerations.”     

4.2.7 As set out in Section 2.2 of this Position Statement, the implication of retaining the 
existing Green Belt Inset is that the Airport Operator will be required to demonstrate 
“very special circumstances” to justify any modifications to the existing planning 
permission or deliver necessary operational development within the boundary of the 
planning permission that lies outside the Inset.  This would appear perverse given that 
permission already exists for development and the area in question will clearly not 
meet the purposes of including land within the Green Belt.  A similar argument was 
supported by the Inspector at the NSRLP Inquiry which, following the grant of 
planning permission, would now also equally apply to land outwith the Green Belt 
Inset.  At paragraph 46.4 of his report he stated: 

“Nevertheless, if forced to a conclusion, again I find the construction advanced on 
behalf of BIA to be the more convincing as the simple fact is that whether the 
development takes place on land within the Green Belt after demonstration of ‘very 
special circumstances’ or on land that has been withdrawn from the Green Belt to 
facilitate the principle of that development, the land will be equally “lost” to the 
purposes of the Green Belt.  This applies to the extension of the terminal north of the 
runway, a terminal south of the runway or, if construed as inappropriate development 
under paragraph 3.12 of PPG2, a runway extension had one been sought.” 

                                                      
8 As set out in Planning Policy Guidance 2: Green Belts (PPG2) (paragraph 1.4) and the objectives of the 
Draft National Planning Policy Framework (draft NPPF) 
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4.3 National Aviation Policy Support for Growth and Local Green Belt 
Revision 

4.3.1 As set out in Section 3.4 of this Position Statement, the ATWP remains the most up-
to-date national policy on aviation and should therefore be afforded significant weight 
in determining the soundness of the Core Strategy. 

4.3.2 The ATWP identifies significant potential for growth at Bristol Airport and in turning 
to the issue of Green Belt, paragraph 10.12 considers that new terminal development 
and a runway extension (which constitutes a larger built development and a greater 
loss of Green Belt land than that permitted and likely to be accommodated over the 
plan period) would not affect its integrity:   

“The runway extension would also require some common land to be taken, and we 
would expect this to be replaced elsewhere. There would also be some loss of green 
belt as a result of a runway extension and new terminal development. However, we do 
not believe this would fundamentally affect the integrity of the green belt within the 
area and consider it would, on balance, be justified by the importance of the airport’s 
growth to the region’s economy.” 

4.3.3 Clearly, the ATWP provides exceptional circumstances to justify an alteration to the 
Green Belt Inset to support delivery of the Airport’s development needs.  The 
Inspector at the NSRLP Inquiry agreed with this and at paragraph 46.8 of his report 
found that “the publication of the Airport’s White Paper as a statement of government 
policy constitutes an ‘exceptional circumstance’ to warrant such action [a change to 
the Green Belt boundary at Bristol Airport]”.  Moreover, it is considered that 
retention of the existing Green Belt Inset would be incompatible with the provisions of 
the ATWP as it would require any development to demonstrate very special 
circumstances in order to realise development necessary to implement its provisions. 

4.4 Regional Strategy for the South West 

4.4.1 The High Court has ruled that RSs are to remain part of the statutory development 
plan until such time as they are revoked.  The evidence which led to the provisions of 
the dRS should therefore be given significant weight in determining the soundness of 
the Core Strategy.  

4.4.2 Policy RTS6 deals specifically with airports and states that they should seek to meet 
the increasing proportion of regional demand for air travel.  With regard to Bristol 
Airport, the policy stipulates that proposals should support the Airport’s development 
within the agreed levels of growth set out in the ATWP.  The specific wording of 
Policy RTS6, as it applies to Bristol Airport, is provided below: 

“Airports within the region should meet an increasing proportion of regional demand 
for air travel to reduce ‘leakage’ to other regions and the London airports. Relevant 
plans and strategies should include policies and proposals that…Support the 
development of Bristol… within the currently agreed levels of growth set out in the 
‘Future of Air Transport’ White Paper…” 
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4.4.3 Bristol Airport is clearly recognised as being of considerable importance to the 
regional economy but with a need to improve facilities to accommodate future growth.  
This is representative of the continued support of the Airport at the regional level and 
follows policies TRAN9 and SS8 of the Regional Spatial Strategy published in 2001 
(known as RPG10) which seek to achieve the most effective use of the Airport as an 
important asset for both the local area and wider region. 

4.4.4 In turning to the issue of Green Belt, in their Report, the Panel at the RS EiP proposed 
that land around the Airport should be removed from the Green Belt, on the basis that 
the ATWP provides exceptional circumstances to justify an alteration.  The Panel did 
not identify the specific boundary but required that it be established through the Local 
Development Framework (LDF) process.  This recommendation was subsequently 
carried forward by the Secretary of State and Policy HMA1 of the dRS states:  

“The general extent of the Bristol and Bath Green Belt will be maintained subject to 
the following alterations…removal of the green belt at Bristol International Airport, 
having regard to the development needs of the airport.” 

4.4.5 In support of Policy HMA1, paragraph 4.1.3 of the dRS sets out that, where the 
general extent of the Green Belt is changed “detailed boundaries will be set in the 
relevant Local Development Frameworks”.   

4.4.6 In summary, there is clear support at a regional level for a local amendment to the 
Green Belt to accommodate the growth of Bristol Airport but this has not been 
reflected within the Core Strategy.  Importantly, this evidence is up-to-date, has been 
subject to public consultation, appraisal and been tested at examination and should 
therefore be afforded significant weight. 

4.5 Contribution of Bristol Airport to Regional Economic Development 

4.5.1 Bristol Airport provides a regional gateway for domestic and international travel.  The 
ongoing growth of the Airport will reduce the South West's reliance on airports 
outside the region and support regional economic development.  A 2009 Economic 
Impact Study prepared by Roger Tym and Partners9 estimated the present value of all 
direct user benefits from the Airport’s expansion until 2070 to be £3.14 billion with a 
cumulative gross value added to the South West region of up to £9.5 billion, including 
the inbound tourism impact.  Importantly, this work was independently assessed by 
consultants on behalf of North Somerset Council and found to be robust and attempts 
to challenge its validity were dismissed by Mr Justice Collins at the High Court6. 

4.5.2 Bristol Airport is also an important employer and in 2010 supported some 2,672 full-
time equivalent (FTE) jobs with additional indirect employment opportunities also 
supported off-site through supply chains.  The Economic Impact Study indicates that 
approximately 12,500 additional jobs will be supported within the region by the 
Airport’s expansion to 2070, including around 2,500 additional employment 
opportunities directly related to airport activities. 

                                                      
9 See Additional BIA Economic Impact Assessment Results note to the Study 
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4.5.3 Planning Policy Statement 4 (PPS4) (Policy EC2) encourages positive planning for 
economic development and states that development plans should support existing 
business sectors.  The draft NPPF meanwhile promotes a presumption in favour of 
sustainable development and sets out that local plans should plan positively for the 
required new development and infrastructure.  With specific regard to aviation, the 
ATWP clearly identifies air travel and, more specifically, regional airports as being 
vital to national and regional economic prosperity.  This view is also held by the 
Coalition Government who state, within the sustainable framework for UK aviation 
scoping document10, that aviation “makes a significant contribution, both directly and 
indirectly, to the UK economy” and that regional airports have “an important role to 
play in providing international and domestic connection across the UK, and 
contributing to local economies”. 

4.5.4 The significance of Bristol Airport to the regional economy is recognised within the 
ATWP, dRS and the Core Strategy11.  Priority Objective 3 of the Core Strategy also 
sets out the Council’s intention to support and promote the Airport as a major 
employer in North Somerset “to ensure continued employment security and economic 
prosperity”.  However, it is considered that in retaining land to the south of the airfield 
within the Green Belt, Policy CS6 runs contrary to national planning and aviation 
policy principles, the dRS and Priority Objective 3 of the Core Strategy itself by 
impeding the flexibility of the Airport to realise its well-established, and approved, 
development needs. 

5. Conclusions and Recommended Changes 

5.1.1 The long-term development needs of Bristol Airport have already been clearly 
identified and “exceptional circumstances” demonstrated to justify inclusion of land to 
the south of the airfield within the Green Belt Inset.  The Core Strategy’s assertion that 
an amendment to the Green Belt would be premature is therefore incorrect and Policy 
CS6 is unsound as it fails to take into account up-to-date information, does not reflect 
national policy set out within the ATWP and will undermine delivery of Priority 
Objective 3 of the Core Strategy itself.     

5.1.2 It is considered that the extent of the Green Belt in the vicinity of the Airport is an 
important strategic decision and should therefore be defined within the Core Strategy 
itself.  This approach would accord with PPS12: Local Spatial Planning12, which 
stipulates that important strategic decisions should be made within the Core Strategy, 
the provisions of the draft NPPF, which requires local planning authorities to “plan 
positively” for new development (paragraph 14) and that “Local Plans should set out 
the opportunities for development and clear guidance on what will or will not be 

                                                      
10 DfT (2011) Developing a sustainable framework for UK aviation: Scoping document 
11 See Paragraph 1.18 
12 See Paragraph 4.5 
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permitted and where” (paragraph 22), and the approach taken at other airports 
including Manchester.  

5.1.3 In conclusion, it is respectfully submitted that provision should be made within the 
Core Strategy for a local amendment to the Green Belt as it applies to Bristol Airport 
and that the Proposal Map should be revised to reflect the proposed inset shown at 
Appendix D.  Allied to this, the wording of Policy CS6 should be modified to state: 

“Within North Somerset the boundaries of the Bristol – Bath Green Belt will remain 
unchanged during the plan period. 

At Bristol Airport a local amendment to the existing Green Belt Inset Area has been 
made to remove from the Green Belt that area of land required to meet the Airport’s 
development needs over the plan period.” 
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