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Berkhamsted Residents Action Group (BRAG) response to the Consultation Paper 
on proposed changes to national planning policy published by the Department for 

Communities and Local Government in December 2015  
 
February 2016  
 
BRAG was established in 2011 at the time the local Borough Council, Dacorum, was 
initiating work on the Borough’s Core Strategy and there were a number of 
indications that serious and determined efforts were being made by landowners and 
developers to remove the Green Belt classification from their land holdings for the 
purposes of residential development.  
 
The BRAG remit is to represent Berkhamsted residents who are concerned about the 
threat of over development and specifically the threat posed by developers on the 
Green Belt that surrounds the historic market town of Berkhamsted. 
 
It is not BRAG’s policy to simply oppose development. Indeed, BRAG worked with 
Dacorum and Berkhamsted Councils throughout the Core Strategy process including 
giving evidence at the Public Examination, to help achieve a balance between the 
need for new housing, which is accepted, and the protection of an historic market 
town and the Green Belt.  
 
Destructive large scale development has been avoided. The approved Core Strategy 
does include some development on Green Belt but not to the extent that damages 
local character and infrastructure and recognises the need for new homes.  
 
It is against this background that BRAG presents its comments on the proposed 
changes to national planning policy.  
 
Q1. BRAG supports the provision of affordable homes and the widening of the 
definition of “affordable” to include a wider range of homes. However, BRAG believes 
it to be more important that measures are implemented to ensure that developers 
actually honour their obligations and are not allowed to negotiate away their 
commitment to include affordable homes in a development.  
 
Q3. BRAG considers the definition of commuter hub to be too vague and confusing 
when read with Q5. Is the intention to classify a hub as having a minimum immediate 
population of at least 25,000? Without a minimum population level there are many 
towns and settlements that could be classified as a hub under Q3. There is also the 
question of existing density to consider. A population of 25,000 within one mile of a 
transport exchange is likely to have less opportunity for development than a location 
where the population is spread over a wider area.  
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Q5. Unless a minimum density level is set BRAG does not see the point of this 
proposal; planning authorities may continue with existing policies and see 
Government policy as advisory, which of course may be sufficient.  
 
Q6. If policy is to be strengthened to encourage more new settlements then there 
needs to be clear differentiation between settlements and urban extensions, and 
new settlements should be clearly defined. Urban extensions with appropriate 
additional infrastructure should only be allowed/encouraged next to existing large 
scale urban centres such as Aylesbury. 
 
Q7. BRAG supports policy regarding the use of brownfield land for housing. However, 
it is essential to differentiate between brownfield land in urban, industrial or other 
built up areas and brownfield land in Green Belt or rural settings where caution must 
be exercised. If small scale development is to be encouraged then controls protecting 
surrounding farm land, green land and Green Belt must be strengthened to prevent 
development creep. 
  
Q8. BRAG supports small scale development as a means of meeting housing need in 

towns, villages and settlement areas but these should not create an opportunity for 

large scale development. 

BRAG views with concern proposals to extend this approach to small sites 

immediately adjacent to settlement boundaries. This will inevitably mean some 

development on Green Belt land, in which case policies must be robust in preventing 

small scale development becoming a precedent for further development on the 

Green Belt. 

Q9. BRAG agrees with the definition.  
 
Q10. BRAG does not agree with the supposition that lack of specific policy meant 
approximately 5,000 planning applications for small sites were refused in the year to 
June 2015. Each application is considered on its merits and in relation to local plans. 
It will not be long before all planning authorities will have an adopted plan and all 
potential sites will have been scrutinised and included in Local Allocations.  
 
This policy suggestion seems to be introducing an assumption in favour of small sites 
regardless of the Local Plan and in particular the approach described in paragraph 33 
rides roughshod over the Core Strategy/Local Plan process. In respect of paragraph 
32 financial penalties could be introduced. 
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Q11. The base line should be the Core Strategy targets. Significant under-delivery 
measured at say 30% should be addressed by financial penalty (recurring fines) on 
house builders and land speculators, with the ultimate threat of compulsory 
purchase on longer term land owners who have put forward their land for 
development in the Core Strategy.  
 
Under no circumstances should Local Authorities be encouraged or allowed to start 
identifying additional sites that have not been judged suitable for development in a 
recently adopted Plan. 
  
Core Strategies by their nature will have up to date housing policies.  
 
Q13. No, there should not be a fixed time limit on land for commercial use.  
 
Q14. BRAG supports proposals that will enable and encourage Starter Home growth.  
 
Q15. Yes.  
 
Q16. Yes.  
 
Q17. There should be local connection tests and these homes should not be used for 
overspill population.  
 
Q19. BRAG does not agree that neighbourhood plans should be formulated outside 
the framework of a Core Strategy/Local Plan. The process of developing the Core 
Strategy/Local Plan gives local communities the opportunity to put forward sites. 
BRAG would welcome policy that strengthened local community input to this process 
but allowing neighbourhood plans outside of this process simply weakens the Core 
Strategy/Local Plan. 
  
Q20. This policy could be supported if some of the ambivalence is removed and a 

clearer definition of suitable brownfield land is introduced.  

The policy should be specific that the land is to be for starter homes only rather than 

“contributing to”.  

Using the claim that market housing is an essential element of any site for viability 

reasons is by default not accepted.  

Brownfield land should be discreet and distinguishable from adjoining rural, green 

and Green Belt land, to prevent development creep. 
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Q21. If a change to the definition of ‘affordable homes’ means planning authorities 

will have to undertake a partial review of their Core Strategies, BRAG considers that 

as the Department and Planning Inspectorate govern the timescales for these 

reviews they should set a transitional timescale that allows for the resources 

available to conduct these. 


