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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. 

 

Established by the Government in 2006, Natural England is here to 
conserve and enhance the natural environment, for its intrinsic value, 
the wellbeing and enjoyment of people and the economic prosperity 
that it brings.  The evidence presented in this report is expected to 
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 



4 

 

Green Belts:  a greener future 

 

Contents 

Foreword  3 

Executive Summary  6 

1.  Introduction 9 

Á Purpose of this report  10 

Á History of the Green Belt 10 

Á Green Belt policy 12 

Á Land use objectives for Green Belt 12 

Á Methods used 14 

2.  The Green Belt debate 17 

Á Research and comment on Green Belt 18 

Á Local approaches to urban fringe development 19 

Á A global perspective 20 

Á The public perspective 21 

Á Land manager and professional views 23 

3.  The characteristics of Green Belt land 25 

Á Introduction 26 

Á Quantity and location of Green Belt 26 

Á Land cover 26 

Á Land use 28 

Á Development in the Green Belt 28 

Á Future development in the Green Belt 30 

Á The effects of the Green Belt designation on development ς West Midlands 31 

Á Summary 32 

4.  People and the natural environment 33 

Á Introduction 34 

Á Provision of space for outdoor recreation 34 

Á Provision of routes and trails 34 

Á Accessible Natural Greenspace 36 

Á Green Belt case study: Northern Kites 39 

Á Educational activity 40 

Á Recreational use of Green Belt land 40 

Á Health related recreation 42 

Á Outdoor sporting activity 43 

Á Summary 44 

5.  Attractive landscapes 45 

Á Introduction 46 

Á All landscapes matter 46 

Á Landscape scale management 47 

Á Green Belt case study: Dearne Valley Green Heart Project 49 



5 

 

 Green Belts:  a greener future 

 

Á Quality of landscape 50 

Á Damaged and derelict land 52 

Á Litter and fly-tipping 53 

Á Summary 54 

6.  Healthy natural systems 55 

Á Introduction 56 

Á Priority habitats 56 

Á Protected sites 56 

Á Sites of Special Scientific Interest 56 

Á Green Belt Case Study:  Wildspace for a Wild City 60 

Á Birds in the Green Belt 61 

Á Butterflies in the Green Belt 62 

Á Pollution incidents in the Green Belt 64 

Á Public perceptions of nature in Green Belt 64 

Á Summary 64 

7.  Thriving farming and forestry 65 

Á Introduction 66 

Á Agricultural land  66 

Á Quality of agricultural land 67 

Á Agri-environment schemes 68 

Á Targeting agri-environment schemes 71 

Á Public, land manager and professional views on agriculture and forestry 72 

Á Farm diversification in the Green Belt 74 

Á Green Belt case study: Coton Countryside Reserve Project  76 

Á Forestry land 77 

Á Community Forests 77 

Á Summary 80 

8.  New challenges for Green Belt land 81 

Á Introduction 82 

Á New challenges, new expectations 82 

Á Climate change mitigation and adaptation 82 

Á Towards a low carbon economy 84 

Á Value of ecosystem services 84 

Á The Green Infrastructure approach 86 

Á Public, land manager and professional views 87 

Á Summary 88 

9.  Conclusions 89 

  

Bibliography 91 

List of Figures 94 

Annex 1 ς Methodology 95 

Annex 2 ς Data tables 97 



6 

 

Green Belts:  a greener future 

 

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. 



7 

 

 Green Belts:  a greener future 

 

(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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Chapter 1 

Introduction 


