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1.0 SUMMARY AND INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Our clients have significant landholdings to the south and east of Pill on the urban edge 

of Bristol.   

 

1.2 In summary, we demonstrate that the plan is unsound because: 

 

• it allocates insufficient development across the District; 

 

• its spatial strategy fails to recognise the implication of meeting development 

requirements adjacent to the urban area of Bristol; 

 

• there remains a need to review that part of the green belt boundary around Bristol 

that lies in North Somerset; 

 

• a strategic site (or it may be sites) needs to be identified to meet development 

requirements adjacent to Bristol. 

 

1.3 In addition we: 

 

• share the Council’s concern about proposals to the south west of Bristol at Ashton 

Park but maintain that a more appropriate opportunity for development exists at 

land south and east of Pill next to Bristol; 

 

• do not believe the Council’s Sustainability Appraisal has considered all reasonable 

alternatives; 

 

• recognise that there would be further delay in adopting a Core Strategy for North 

Somerset if this plan is found to be unsound, but we are firmly of the view that this 

delay is outweighed by the need to plan for the correct level of housing provision 

(having regard to the evidence base and the role of North Somerset adjacent to the 

Core City of Bristol); 
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• highlight some of the benefits that would arise from a strategic allocation at Pill. 

 

1.4 Each of these points is addressed below with reference to a number of documents in 

the Examination Library.  Reference is also made to a Concept Statement and strategic 

masterplan prepared by Barton Willmore illustrating the opportunity that exists south 

and east of Pill, copies of which have been sent to the Programme Officer. 

 

2.0 RS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR THE DISTRICT HOUSING LAND REQUIREMENT 

 

2.1 This matter has been addressed by Barton Willmore, together with the HBF and others 

in respect of issues 1a-b.  We are of the view that on this basis alone, the submitted 

plan is unsound (it has not justified the reduced district wide provision of 14,000 

dwellings over the plan period when compared to the Regional Strategy (RS) Proposed 

Changes requirement of 26,760). We maintain that (as a matter of principle) the 

starting point should be the RS Proposed Changes unless the Council can justify any 

departure and in this case it has not done that.  In this statement we must therefore 

consider: 

 

• can this submitted plan be amended by further Proposed Changes prior to adoption 

to make it sound (in this respect, we are of the view that the scale of departure 

make it too significant to suggest this would be possible); 

 

• does the submitted plan’s spatial strategy have sufficient flexibility to accommodate 

the level of growth suggested in the RS and in other evidence (in this respect, we 

maintain that the bulk of additional growth should be accommodated adjacent to 

Bristol as discussed in more detail below and the submitted Core Strategy does not 

allow for this). 

 

2.2 It is important to note here that North Somerset’s housing requirement is obviously 

affected by the fact it sits immediately adjacent to the economic powerhouse of the 

south west.  This needs to be recognised not only when setting the housing 

requirement for the district, but also in devising a spatial strategy for where 

development needs will be met. 

 

2.3 Appendix 2 identifies the scale of development needs for the West of England as a 

whole.  This should be the starting point for considering how North Somerset’s spatial 

strategy should be shaped having regard to the new Duty to Co-operate.  The submitted 
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Core Strategy fails to address the need for cross-boundary planning within its spatial 

strategy. 

 

2.4 The Bristol City Council Core Strategy DPD Inspector’s Report March 2011 accepted that 

not all of Bristol’s needs could be accommodated in the City’s administrative boundaries 

and stated: 

 

“The only way that substantial additional housing 
pressures could be accommodated would be via urban 
extensions in the Green Belt and these would largely be 
beyond the city’s boundary, as was proposed in the 
emerging RSS.  The opposition of the relevant adjoining 
councils to such development effectively precludes any 
current strategy that sought a more comprehensive 
approach to potential needs and opportunities.  It would be 
unreasonable to expect the City Council to explore cross-
boundary urban extensions at a time when the 
neighbouring authorities are opposed to such development 
and there is no higher tier of planning being actively 
pursued to promote such an approach.  Nonetheless, as this 
plan is the first Core Strategy of the West of England 
authorities to be examined, it would be short-sighted to 
rule out the possibility of a cross-boundary approach to 
development in the Green Belt in the future.  The Localism 
Bill may also require adjoining authorities to co-operate on 
cross-boundary issues.” 

 

 

2.5 We would ask that the Examination of North Somerset’s plan confronts the Council’s 

opposition to exploring cross boundary urban extensions and helps put in place a 

situation where the possibility of a cross boundary approach to development in the 

Green Belt is considered in future development plans.  

 

3.0 NEED FOR DEVELOPMENT ADJACENT TO BRISTOL 

 

3.1 The spatial strategy and Green Belt policy for North Somerset need to take into account 

North Somerset’s relationship with Bristol. 

 

3.2 The administrative area of Bristol City Council is much smaller than its urban area which 

extends into North Somerset as well as BANES and South Gloucestershire.  Any 

greenfield growth to meet the development needs of this Core City must therefore be 

accommodated in these adjoining Unitary Authorities.  The submitted Core Strategy 

does not allow for this and therefore fails to meet: 
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• PPS12’s current tests of soundness; 

 

• the emerging Localism Bill’s and the dNPPF’s requirements in terms of the Duty to 

Co-operate; 

 

• the Local Enterprise Partnership’s stated aspiration of achieving 95,000 new jobs, 

which would require over 120,000 new homes rather than the 75,000 or so 

dwellings in the emerging Core Strategies of the WoE. 

3.3 The justification for development in North Somerset adjacent to Bristol is well 

established in: 

 

• The evidence base for the RS; 

 

• North Somerset Council’s position at the RS EiP; 

 

• The RS Panel Report and Proposed Changes. 

 

4.0 GREEN BELT REVIEW 

 

4.1 The submitted Core Strategy is not based on a review of the Green Belt nor a 

comparative assessment of the alternative spatial strategy options that would have 

been available had that review been undertaken.  The Council’s case here is simple but 

flawed – it has reduced its housing requirement to a level that it believed could be met 

by existing SHLAA sites in order to suggest that “sufficient land can be identified to 

meet the Core Strategy’s housing requirement housing [sic] without using Green Belt 

land”  Reference Para 72, EB/03.  Clearly, if that housing requirement is to be increased 

there will be a need to review the Green Belt in order to accommodate development in 

sustainable locations adjacent to Bristol.  Such a review would be entirely consistent 

with the approach acknowledged in PPG2 and more recently the dNPPF with the need to 

local authorities to: 

 

• take account of “the need to promote sustainable patterns of development … the 

consequences for sustainable development of chancellors development towards 

urban areas inside the Green Belt ..” (para 139 of the dNPPF); and 
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• “satisfy themselves that Green Belt boundaries will not need to be altered at the end 

of the development plan period” (para 140 of the dNPPF). 

 

4.2 Even on the basis of the Council’s reduced housing requirement, we think it is accepted 

by Officers that the latter test could not be met. 

 

4.3 Had an evidenced-based approach to the preparation of the Core Strategy been adopted 

(which would of course have included a Green Belt review), there are sufficient 

indicators to suggest that an alternative strategy would have been proposed and this 

would have included proposals at Pill.  For example, the RS evidence base includes a 

“Strategic Green Belt Review” prepared for the South West Regional Assembly.  This 

ranked Green Belt locations in terms of their sensitivity following an assessment of each 

areas relative contribution to the five purposes of the designation set out in PPG2.  The 

findings of this report are compelling and merit further examination (we do not believe 

it has been referred to by the Council and will provide the Programme Officer with a full 

copy for the Examination Library) and reproduce key extracts below.  
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 Strategic Green Belt Review – Appendices to Final Report  
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4.4 The Council appears to have disregarded this evidence.  As can be seen, land at Pill was 

ranked as “causing second least harm”.  Only locations in more unsustainable locations 

a significant distance from Bristol and the other major built up areas were considered as 

“causing least harm”.  On the basis of this key indicator (i.e. relative harm to the Green 

Belt), Pill is therefore identified as the most appropriate location for development on the 

edge of Bristol.  We are therefore of the view that the submitted Core Strategy is not 

(in the terms of PPS12) “justified” because it is not: 

 

• “founded on a robust and credible evidence base” – either in respect of the strategic 

housing requirement nor significantly a review of greenbelt options that should have 

been undertaken; 

 

• “the most appropriate strategy when considered against the reasonable alternatives” 

– it appears that the Council has blinkered itself and discounted all potential options 

that would require amendments to the Green Belt boundary. 

 

4.5 We believe that on this issue too, the plan must be found unsound and the Council 

should be asked to prepare a new Core Strategy based on a robust Green Belt review 

and robust consideration of the options available to accommodate the required level of 

development. 

 

4.6 Based on existing evidence, including the South West Regional Assembly’s Strategic 

Green Belt Review, we advocate and anticipate that this would highlight the strategic 

merits of directing new development towards Bristol’s urban edge of Pill. 

 

5.0 BRISTOL URBAN EXTENSION - STRATEGIC SITE IDENTIFICATION 

 

5.1 PPS12 states that Core Strategies should look to the long term and allocate “strategic 

sites” which are “central to the achievement of the strategy”.  If a plan for North 

Somerset is to be found sound, it must: 

 

• allocate further large scale development sites capable of redressing the under 

provision of new housing that we have already identified; 

 

• look towards the edge of Bristol for new strategic sites to ensure that the most 

appropriate and sustainable strategy is achieved. 
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5.2 Such sites must be capable of being not only sustainable but deliverable.  Regrettably 

the absence of sufficient strategic site(s) within the Core Strategy is probably not a 

matter that can be dealt with by further Proposed Changes to the Submitted Core 

Strategy and it must therefore be found unsound.  We would be keen to work with the 

council in any subsequent review of strategic site options and believe a compelling case 

can be made for land at Pill.  We have submitted as an appendix to this submission a 

Concept Statement that illustrates how a mixed use urban extension including 3,300 

dwellings could be provided on land south and east of Pill. 

 

5.3 Significantly a strategic site allocation to the south and east of Pill could assist in 

bringing forward the pedestrian rail service linking Portishead to Bristol (the route for 

which crosses the site and a station at Pill would inevitably increase yet further the 

sustainability of this location).  This is a long stated strategic priority for North 

Somerset Council, and it has recently committed itself to exploring alternative funding 

options following an unsuccessful Regional Growth Fund bid. 

 

5.4 Given the strategic merits of that Portishead – Pill – Bristol rail corridor, our clients 

have already committed themselves to contributing towards its delivery as part of any 

S106 package that may result from a strategic allocation.  At this stage, the relevance 

of this potential key benefit may be limited to being a significant example of how the 

plan is not justified because there are other reasonable options that should have been 

explored before a plan could be found sound. 

 

6.0 ALTERNATIVE TO ASHTON PARK 

 

6.1 Whilst we wish to see the Core Strategy accord with the strategic housing requirement 

of the RS, we are not of the view that the area of search to the south west of Bristol at 

Ashton Vale or Ashton Park is the most appropriate location in the circumstances.  In 

any event, there is no prospect of that being delivered at the scale initially envisaged, 

and other options must therefore be considered. 

 

6.2 A separate note looking at the Ashton Park proposals is attached at Appendix 1. 

 

6.3 At this stage, we simply want to highlight that there is land available at Pill as an 

alternative to that envisaged in the RS area of search.  It is important to note that land 

at Pill has performed well when considered against other options including Ashton Park.  

The South West Draft RSS Urban Extensions Evidence Base Review Full Report prepared 
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by Ove Arup and Partners for the South West Regional Assembly merits further review 

to prove this point. 

 

6.4 The comparative performance of land at Pill (land cell L) and land at South West Bristol 

(land cell K) taken from the South West RSS Urban Extension Study are represented 

below. 

 

BRISTOL K – Area of Search A BRISTOL L – Land at Pill 

Situated on the western boundary of Bristol, 
land Cell K follows the Vale of Ashton and 
incorporates the village of Long Ashton  
 

Located on the western bank of the River 
Avon, Land Cell L incorporates the forested 
area of Leigh Woods and the villages of 
Abbots Leigh and Ham Green. 
 

Key Factors Key Factors 

 Decisive/critical: 
 

• No decisive/critical factors were 
identified. 

 

 Decisive/critical: 
 

• No decisive/critical factors were 
identified. 

 Significant: 
 

• The grounds of Ashton Court in the north 
eastern portion of the land cell are 
designated as a SSSI. 

 
• All undeveloped areas fall within the 

Bristol Green Belt.  The potential for 
coalescence with Long Ashton and 
protecting the setting of Ashton Court are 
key Green Belt issues.  This area was 
identified as falling within rank 6 of 6 by 
the SGBR in terms of potential for damage 
to green belt objectives (see section 1.4). 

 

 Significant: 
 

• Avon Gorge Woodlands SAC/SSSI and 
Leigh Woods National Nature Reserve. 

 
• Opportunities to improve transport links 

to the wider urban area are constrained 
by the positions of the River Avon, Leigh 
Woods SAC/NNR/SSSI and Ashton Court 
SSSI. 

 Notable: 
 

• Areas of fluvial flood risk are relatively 
small.  One occurs at the eastern 
boundary south of the A370 and the other 
to the south of the railway embankment 
at Cambridge Batch.  

 
• It is noted that Ashton Vale is prominent 

in key views from Clifton and Bedminster 
Down. 

 

 Notable: 
 

• All undeveloped areas fall within the 
Bristol Green Belt.  Comprising an 
extension to Pill, and extension in this 
location is not deemed to present a 
coalescence issue.  This area was 
identified as falling with rank 2 of 6 by 
the SGBR in terms of potential for damage 
to green objectives (see section 1.4) 
(shown as neutral in the Factor Summary 
Matrix). 

 
• The Tickenham-Wraxhall-Portbury ridge, 

which reaches into the north-western 
portion of land cell, is identified as a 
prominent landscape feature. 
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 Positive: 

 
• Under recommendations set out in the 

GVSTS, land cell K is set to benefit from 
improvements to the existing mainline rail 
service and the establishment of a 
showcase bus corridor running between 
Weston-super-mare and Bristol. 

 
• Ashton Vale is located at the convergence 

of proposed new road network comprising 
the South Bristol Ring Road, link to J20 of 
the M5 and Bristol Airport/Weston-super-
Mare road. 

 

 Positive: 
 

• The GBSTS proposes the establishment of 
a Showcase Bus Corridor that will service 
the land cell on route from central Bristol 
to Portishead. 

 
• The land cell could benefit from a new 

and improved local road proposed in the 
GBSTS. 

Synopsis – Strategic development 
potential 
 
 
Accessibility studies promote Ashton Vale as 
the favoured location for substantial growth.  
the GBSTS preferred ‘Scenario F’ indicates the 
establishment of an urban extension of 15,000 
homes.  However, it is apparent that there 
also biodiversity, landscape and green belt 
sensitivities that will need to be investigated 
in greater detail if the capacity of the land cell 
is to be properly understood. 
 

Synopsis – Non-Strategic development 
potential 
 
The provision of a showcase bus corridor and 
relatively close proximity of the land cell to 
the city centre suggest the land cell may have 
good potential for development.  However, as 
identified in W103 (pp29), opportunities to 
provide additional links to the wider urban 
area are constrained by the position of the 
River Avon, Leigh Woods, National nature 
Reserve and Ashton Court Estate.  Further 
investigation of accessibility issues would be 
required, in addition to investigation of local 
biodiversity and landscape issues, if this land 
cell were to e proposed as an area of search. 
 

 

6.5 In terms of the overall assessment, the urban extensions study concludes that the West 

of England Joint Study Area has ‘minor gaps in the evidence base and or slight 

discrepancies between the vision/planning strategy and the technical analysis, soluble 

through additional technical work’.  For instance, a notable deficiency in the evidence 

base highlighted in the urban extension study is that no evidence on landscape 

character has been taken forward in a methodical manner to inform the selection of 

Areas of Search (page 168, landscape areas, para 1). 

 

6.6 Despite some deficiencies and notwithstanding the lack of evidence justifying the 

preferred areas of search, we note that a more detailed analysis of the evidence 

compiled by the West of England Partnership shows that land at Pill performs favourably 

compared with land at South West Bristol.  There are no decisive/critical factors that 

prevent development in either location and both are on showcase bus routes.  The 
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notable difference is that land at Pill is less sensitive when compared to Green Belt 

objectives, whereas land at South West Bristol raises potential coalescence issues. 

 

7.0 SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISAL 

 

7.1 We have received the Council’s Sustainability Appraisal SD/07 and whilst it recognises 

that the SEA Directive requires assessment of “reasonable alternatives taking into 

account the objectives and geographical scope of the plan” it then goes on to illustrate 

how it has limited its remit to: 

 
 “Mostly, the SA has been conducted on the basis of three options: 
 

• the Publication Version wording; 
 
• ‘business as usual’ (continuing the adopted North Somerset Replacement 

local Plan (RLP), or minerals/waste equivalents). 
 

• ‘no plan’ – reliance on the Joint Replacement Structure Plan (JRSP) that 
provides a sub-regional context and on national policy, where relevant, 
and otherwise determining planning applications on their merits (which 
would make refusals or conditions harder to justify)” 

 

7.2 We are of the view that the location of further development at Bristol in general should 

have been considered as a “reasonable alternative” and specifically the relative merits 

of a strategic site allocation at Pill should have been the subject of assessment.  

Moreover, without such an assessment, the Council is not able to demonstrate that it 

has met the PPS12 test of soundness requiring “the most appropriate strategy when 

considered against the reasonable alternatives”. 

 

7.3 We have to say that, despite the size of the Examination Library, we can find no robust 

explanation of why land at Pill was discounted from consideration. 

 

8.0 IMPLICATIONS OF AN UNSOUND PLAN 

 

8.0 We recognise the benefits of securing an adopted plan for North Somerset as soon as 

possible, but are firmly of the view that these are outweighed by the implications of 

adopting the submitted Core Strategy, including: 

 

• the adverse consequences of underproviding for housing over the plan period (as 

addressed elsewhere); 
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• setting precedent that would undermine the planning system, particularly in the 

West of England given that the North Somerset Core Strategy is the first such plan 

outside Bristol City to be examined and raises wider issues in terms of meeting the 

needs of its Core City, cross-boundary planning, the relationship with RS proposals, 

achieving the LEP objectives, the government’s growth agenda and the NPPF.  

 

8.1 Clearly, these types of issues have been considered by other Inspectors that have found 

plans unsound.  In this case, we believe there is actually a good basis to work towards 

a sound plan very quickly if the Council commits itself early on to meeting development 

needs and taking a “positive approach” to long term planning that the government is 

calling for: 

 

• there is already significant evidence pointing to the scale of development required; 

 

• the RS evidence base firmly establishes the wider role that North Somerset plays 

and its relationship to Bristol; 

 

• the Urban Extension Study and Strategic Green Belt Review provide a good starting 

point for considering reasonable options for locating sustainable development; 

 

• significant work has been done by developers and landowners to identify the relative 

merits of potential options; 

 

• the withdrawal of the submitted Core Strategy need not delay the delivery of 

development proposals which accord with the current development plan, national 

policy, and in the near future the NPPF. 

 

8.2 Should the submitted plan be found unsound (as we believe is necessary) the council 

would no doubt welcome a clear steer from the Inspector point out the approach 

towards quickly working towards revised proposals that would have a much greater 

prospect of being found sound.  The development industry would also welcome this in 

order to add greater clarity in investment decisions and we would be looking for a steer 

looking at the need for 

• for an evidence based approach; 

• a comprehensive green belt review of all such land in North Somerset; 

• a comparative assessment of all potential strategic sites adjacent to Bristol (we 

would respectfully ask that this specifically includes Pill as well as presumably 
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Ashton Park as the only other location that has been considered as a strategic site 

in the past). 

 

9.0 A STRATEGIC ALLOCATION AT PILL 

 

9.1 Whilst it would be for a future development plan to review the Green Belt and allocate 

strategic sites, we have highlighted the benefits of land at Pill and submitted a 

Masterplanning Concept Statement in order 

 

• to demonstrate that there is another reasonable alternative to that which the 

Council has narrowly focused on in preparing its submitted plan; 

 

• illustrate how development can be accommodated adjacent to Bristol and sensitively 

integrated into the surround area; 

 

• emphasise that there is an alternative to meeting all of the shortfall at Ashton Park.  

 

9.2 Whilst we recognise that any specific allocation would need to be tested through future 

plan preparation, we see strategic benefits including: 

 

• assisting with the implementation of the Portishead – Pill – Bristol rail corridor; 

• a bus based transportation strategy that would also benefit Portishead; 

• a firm commitment to sustainable masterplanning, design and construction; 

• the possibility of progressing previous proposals for an Avon Water park including a 

barrier as illustrated in the Concept Statement. 

 

10.0 CONCLUSION 

 

10.1 We would respectively ask the Inspector to find the submitted plan unsound. 

 

Simon Prescott BA (Hons) BTP MRTPI 
Partner 
Barton Willmore 


