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national and London planning documents 
state that ‘the strongest protection’ should 
be given to green Belt and Metropolitan open 
Land and that ‘great importance’ is attached 
to land protections. politicians of all parties 
pledge continued support for land protections. 

But cpre London is currently aware of 51 
protected sites across London under threat from 
development. These include parks, recreation 
grounds and sports fields. And recently there has 
been a sharp increase in planning permissions 
on green Belt and Metropolitan open Land. 

There are four main reasons for this. 

�»  The 2012 reform of the planning system 
introduced conflicting objectives such 
that protections are weakened in the face 
of apparently more pressing concerns. 
Related to this, local constraints are not 
recognised when housing targets are set. 

»  The Government’s Education Funding Agency 
is involved with seeking out and acquiring 
protected sites to locate new schools. 

»  These two combine to send the wrong 
messages to landowners and developers 
leading to speculative planning 
applications and land sales. 

»  Land is left to become derelict and this often 
leads to its being regarded as having little value. 

Green Belt and Metropolitan Open Land in Greater London enjoy the highest 
level of protection from development. These protections, put in place many 
years ago, have ensured that London has not sprawled into the countryside, 
that derelict areas have been used for development instead of green field sites, 
and that Londoners have access to green spaces within and close to London. 
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Cover photo: SOS! Save Oakfields Site campaigners protest against proposals to build 1,000 homes on some of the best quality 
football and cricket pitches, and a strategically important site for sports, in East London

 
CPRE London believes urgent action 
is now needed to halt the loss of 
London’s protected green spaces

 »   Politicians should halt the loss of London’s 
precious Green Belt and Metropolitan Open 
Land, calling an immediate stop to the 
current sacrifice of parks, playing fields 
and recreation grounds for development

»  Clear signals are needed from the Mayor and 
the Government to halt speculative planning 
applications on, and sales of, protected land

 »  The government’s Education Funding Agency 
must cease seeking out and acquiring 
protected sites in London for free schools

 »  There is no need to build on London’s 
precious Green Belt and Metropolitan Open 
Land. Alternatives exist. Use these instead.

»  Local constraints should be recognised 
when housing targets are set

»  We want to see provisions requiring councils 
to plan to enhance protected green spaces 
given more weighting by councils and more 
support from the Mayor, to ensure sites 
are well used and do not become derelict



The extent of Metropolitan Open Land 
within the Greater London area
Metropolitan open Land is afforded the same level of 
protection as green Belt. it differs from green Belt in 
that all of it is within greater London. There is a wide 
range of sites within London’s boroughs designated 
as Metropolitan open Land.  no data exists for the 

open land that surrounds the city. Most of it is outside 
greater London, falling in the surrounding counties, 
but much falls within greater London. The whole of 
London’s green Belt measures 514,060 hectares of 
which 35,190 hectares2, or around 7%, is in greater 
London. it is this 7% which is the subject of this report.

Protected green space and what it means
There are many green spaces in greater London 
which are protected from development, meaning 
they are protected from being built on. it can also 
mean that any development next to the land is 
constrained to ensure the land still feels open. 

These green spaces are protected by legal designations 
which have different names: in greater London the 
majority are designated as Green Belt or Metropolitan 
Open Land. These are both afforded the highest level 
of protection from development – meaning that 
they should never be built on except in exceptional 
circumstances. other designations with a lower level of 
protection also exist, for example Urban Open Space. 

This focus of this report is green Belt 
and Metropolitan open Land. 

The extent of Green Belt within  
the Greater London area 
London’s green Belt is one of 14 green Belts in 
england1 covering a total of 1,638,610 hectares or 
13% of england’s land area. it is also known as the 
Metropolitan Green Belt and is a permanent area of 

1.  inTrodUcTion To proTecTed 
green spAce in London

total amount of Metropolitan open Land but the 
greenspace information for greater London (gigL) 
hopes to be able to create such a dataset over the 
coming year. Many of London’s parks, playing fields, 
recreation grounds and open fields are Metropolitan 
open Land but there are also many small pieces of 
Metropolitan open Land all over greater London. 

1890 

ebenezer 
howard’s vision 
of garden 
cities outlines 
a principle 
of “always 
preserving 
a belt of
country around 
our cities”

1919 

Town and 
country planning 
Association calls 
for towns to be 
surrounded by 
a rural belt 

1926 

Formation of 
cpre, one of 
whose earliest 
campaigns 
was against 
urban sprawl 

1929 

raymond Unwin, 
chief planner 
for greater 
London regional 
planning 
committee, 
proposes a
‘green girdle’ 
around London 
to compensate 
for a deficiency 
of green spaces 
in the capital 

1935 

London county 
council 
announces 
a ‘green Belt 
loans scheme’ 
allowing local 
authorities to
locally define 
the function of 
the land. 11,400 
ha of land was 
purchased by 
local authorities 

1938

The green Belt 
(London & home 
counties) Act 
gives permanent 
protection to 
London’s green 
Belt land 

1943 

patrick 
Abercrombie’s 
County of 
London Plan 
defines the 
green Belt 
around London 

1947 

The Town 
and country 
planning Act 
enables local 
authorities 
to designate 
and protect 
areas such
as the green Belt 
through local 
development 
plans, without 
needing to 
purchase 
the land

1955 

Duncan sandys, 
housing minister, 
encourages local 
authorities to 
define green 
Belt. circular
42/55 outlines 
three functions: 
to check urban 
growth; prevent 
neighbouring 
settlements from
merging; to 
preserve the 
special character 
of a town 

1962

‘The green Belts’ 
government 
publication gives 
a presumption 
against green Belt 
development,
although 
development that 
doesn’t interfere 
with the ‘open 
character’ of the 
land may be
permissible. 
circular 14/84 
gives advice 
for detailing 
boundaries in 
local plans 

1988&1998 

policy planning 
guidance (ppg) 2 
green Belts states; 
‘the fundamental 
aim of green 
Belt policy is
to prevent urban 
sprawl by keeping 
land permanently 
open; the most 
important 
attribute of
green Belts is 
their openness’. 
circular 43/55 
defines five green 
belt functions 

2009 

The Town and 
country planning 
(consultation) 
Direction 
requires planning 
applications to be 
referred to the
secretary of 
state where a 
local authority 
proposes 
inappropriate 
development on 
green Belt, if the
development 
consists of 
buildings 1000 m2 
or more or would 
significantly 
impact openness 

2011 

The national 
planning policy 
Framework (nppF) 
retains the five 
functions of the 
green Belt from
circular 43/55 

2012 

The London plan 
establishes policy 
7.16 on green 
Belt. policy 7.17 
on Metropolitan 
open Land
assigns the 
same degree 
of protection 
as green Belt 

Adapted from
: LB Redbridge (2010), N

atural England and  
CPRE (2010) and additional inform

ation from
 GLA (2015)

LOndOn’S GrEEn BELT TiMELinE

This map shows some of the 
larger Metropolitan Open  
Land sites within Greater 
London, also identifying the 
many parks and commons 
which are part of it

MaP 2
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©Crown copyright. all rights reserved. Greater London authority 100032379 (2008) www.london.gov.uk/thelondonplan

This map shows London’s Green Belt most of 
which is outside of Greater London. Only 7% 
falls within the Greater London boundary

MaP 1

2014  

planning policy 
Advice released in 
october: “Unmet 
housing need 
(including for 
traveller sites) 
is unlikely to 
outweigh the 
harm to the green 
Belt and other 
harm to constitute 
the ‘very special 
circumstances’ 
justifying 
inappropriate 
development 
on a site within 
the green Belt”
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it also states that the open spaces and links within 
a green chain should be designated as Metropolitan 
open Land due to their London-wide importance.

Protected land often has an additional purpose as 
a Metropolitan Park, Country Park, playing field or 
recreation ground, and/or as part of a Green Chain

  »  Playing fields are often historically linked to 
big companies, for example Ford’s sports ground 
in east London. Many are busy, thriving sports 
grounds, some are in informal use and some 
are disused. Find out more at lpff.org.uk. 

  »   recreation grounds are usually public land 
used for recreation, sports or games. 

  »   Metropolitan Parks are large areas of open space 
that provide a range of benefits (recreational, 
ecological, landscape, cultural or green 
infrastructure) and offer a combination of facilities 
and features at the sub-regional level, are readily 
accessible by public transport and are managed 
to meet best practice quality standards e.g. 
Finsbury park in north London is one of many.

   »  Country Parks are areas which were designated 
mainly in the 1970s for people to visit and enjoy 
recreation in a countryside environment e.g. 
hainault Forest country park in redbridge or 
Bedfont Lakes country park in Middlesex. They 
provide an informal, natural, rural atmosphere 
for visitors who do not necessarily want to go 
out into the wider countryside and are usually 
close to or on the edge of built-up areas.6 

  »   Green Chains are areas of linked but separate  
open spaces and the footpaths between them  
e.g. south east London’s green chain which 
meanders from nunhead to Thamesmead  
(see www.greenchain.com). They are accessible  
to the public and provide way-marked paths  
and other pedestrian and cycle routes.  
They are also beneficial to plant and wildlife.  

2.  The pUrposes of green 
BeLTs And MeTropoLiTAn 
open LAnd

The purposes of Green Belt
A green Belt is a permanent area of open land 
that surrounds an urban area. The main aim of 
this land is to limit uncontrolled urban growth 
or urban sprawl into rural areas. in London, the 
green Belt dates back to pre-war initiatives which 
sought to retain a good quality rural landscape 
that was clearly separate from urban areas. 
paragraphs 79 to 92 of the national planning  
policy Framework3 set out these purposes and  
how councils must take them into account  
when developing their Local plans.  

ThE fivE PuRPosEs of a  
GREEn BELT aRE To:

 »  check the unrestricted sprawl of large  
built-up areas;

 »  prevent neighbouring towns merging into  
one another;

 »  assist in safeguarding the countryside  
from encroachment;

 »  preserve the setting and special  
character of historic towns; and

 »  assist in urban regeneration by  
encouraging the recycling of derelict  
and other urban land. 

 
Additionally, the London plan policy 7.16 states: 
“The strongest protection should be given to 
London’s Green Belt, in accordance with national 
guidance. Inappropriate development should be 
refused, except in very special circumstances.”4

The purposes of Metropolitan Open Land
Metropolitan open Land is a term or designation used 
only within London, the purpose of which is to protect 
land which is of strategic importance to London as 
a whole. The London plan states that “the policy 
guidance of paragraphs 79-92 of the National Planning 
Policy Framework on Green Belts applies equally to 
Metropolitan Open Land.”   

ThE fEaTuREs of METRoPoLiTan  
oPEn Land aRE ThaT:

a  it contributes to the physical structure of 
London by being clearly distinguishable 
from the built up area

B  it includes open air facilities, especially 
for leisure, recreation, sport, the arts and 
cultural activities, which serve either the 
whole or significant parts of London

C  it contains features or landscapes 
(historic, recreational, biodiversity) of 
either national or metropolitan value

d  it forms part of a green chain or a link in  
the network of green infrastructure and  
meets one of the above criteria.5   

 
The London plan states that Metropolitan open Land 
has an important role to play as part of London’s 
multifunctional green infrastructure and the Mayor  
is keen to see improvements in its overall quality  
and accessibility.  

Growers from  
the Bromley Common  

allotment association show  
off their pumpkins. The allotments are now 

under threat from development.

7



cprelondon.org.uk The “sTrongesT proTecTion”? green Belt and Metropolitan open Land in greater London: the real storyThe “sTrongesT proTecTion”? green Belt and Metropolitan open Land in greater London: the real story  cprelondon.org.uk

There are two ways in which the local, regional 
(London) and national authorities are involved with 
protecting land. First they set out the policy in the 
relevant documents. second they have a role in judging 
whether planning applications breach the policy or not. 
The documents where policy is set out are:  

 »   at national level, the national Planning  
Policy Framework

  »  at London level, The London Plan

  »  at borough level, in each individual  
borough’s Local Plan

 
Green Belt and Metropolitan Open  
Land in the national Planning Policy 
Framework and the London Plan (nPPF)
The nppF and the London plan set out the detail  
of the policy, including its purposes. The nppF states: 
“The Government attaches great importance  
to Green Belts. The fundamental aim of Green Belt  

policy is to prevent urban sprawl by keeping land 
permanently open; the essential characteristics of 
Green Belts are their openness and their permanence.”

The Mayor echoes this statement on green Belt  
in the London plan and also sets out a statement 
of support for Metropolitan open Land: “The Mayor 
strongly supports the current extent of Metropolitan 
Open Land (MOL), its extension in appropriate 
circumstances and its protection from development 
having an adverse impact on the openness of MOL….”

How London boroughs reflect  
national policy in their Local Plan
London boroughs are required to develop  
Local plans which reflect national and London  
policy and which clearly define the boundaries  
of protected sites. They must also state their  
own policy towards protection which usually  
echoes words used within the national planning  
policy Framework and the London plan to  
provide full protection to these open spaces.  
A developer seeking planning permission  
must take account of the Local plan 
policies and site designations. 

The boroughs’ and Mayor’s role in  
assessing planning applications  
which involve protected land
The Mayor is consulted on all planning applications 
that are of potential strategic importance to London 
and this includes applications for development 
on green Belt or Metropolitan open Land. 

A planning application is first submitted to the  
relevant local planning authorities within 
London. if it involves a site of potential strategic 
importance, the authority must refer it to the 
Mayor. The Mayor has six weeks to provide 
comments on the application, assessing whether 
it complies with the London plan policies. This is 
a consultation response known as stage one.

The application is then considered by the local 
planning authority at its planning committee,  
where it decides whether to grant or refuse  
permission and then refers the application to the 
Mayor for his final decision, known as a stage 2 
referral. The Mayor has 14 days to make a decision  
to allow the local planning authority decision to 
stand, to direct refusal, or to take over the application, 
thus becoming the local planning authority.7 

appeals process
if a local authority refuses to grant planning 
permission for a development, the person who 
submitted the application (the developer) can 
appeal to a planning inspector. The inspector will 
then look again at the case, and can either agree 
with or overturn the local council’s decision. 
 
Appeals are heard by inspectors from the Planning 
Inspectorate, an executive agency sponsored by the 
Department for communities and Local government. 

nearly all appeals are decided by the planning 
inspectors or by appointed persons; in each case 
they are solely responsible for their decision. A very 
small percentage is decided by the secretary of state: 
these tend to be very large or contentious schemes.

only developers can appeal a decision. There is 
no third party right of appeal against planning 
decisions. communities can, however, request 
that the secretary of state ‘calls in’ a planning 
application for a public inquiry when a major 
case that may have more than local significance 
is involved. This must be done before a formal 
decision notice of planning permission is issued.

3.  London BoroUghs, The London 
MAYor And nATionAL governMenT: 
Their roLe in proTecTing LAnd

8 9

The Friends of Hayes End Hillingdon protesting against the sale of local  
green space Hayes Park which is Green Belt land, amidst fears that  
planning permission will be sought for its development for housing
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The benefits of protected land clearly relate to the 
purposes of the protection (avoiding sprawl into 
the countryside etc: see chapter 2). however there 
are also additional benefits. in recent years, for 
example, the benefits are understood to extend 
beyond simply saving the countryside: avoiding 

sprawl also helps to tackle air pollution through 
reducing car journeys and it reduces travel costs. 
Also, it is now more widely recognised that retaining 
green open spaces for perpetuity contributes 
to mitigating the impact of climate change, for 
instance by contributing to flood protection. 

Public support for land protection policy 
in August 2015, on the 60th anniversary of green Belts 
becoming government policy, a poll commissioned 
by the campaign to protect rural england national 
office found that nearly two-thirds of people surveyed 
believed that green Belt land should not be built on.9

The ipsos Mori poll showed that 64% of people 
agreed the green Belt should be protected, while 
just 17% disagreed. such strong support for 
green Belt is demonstrated across a range of 
different groups, including people with children 
aged 5 and under, those renting from a local 
authority, and those on low incomes, and 62% 
of people who live in towns and cities.

public support is reflected in policy, as set out 
elsewhere in this report, as well as via political  
pledges from the all the main political parties.  

developers are more likely to  
argue against land protections. 
Building on green field land is usually cheaper 
than building on brownfield. contaminated land in 
particular is expensive to restore before it is safe to 
build on. green land can also provide a site which 
is attractive to home buyers so increasing the sale 
value of newly built homes. Also, 20% VAT applies 
on upgrading or altering buildings for residential use 
but new buildings are exempt on green field sites.

in recent years and months a number of arguments 
have begun to emerge, that the benefits of land 
protections are not as important as the need to provide 
land for development, notably in two Adam smith 

institute publications The Green Noose10 and more 
recently in A Garden of One’s Own11 which claims: 
“Green Belts are unsustainable. Urban containment 
policies push up rents and house prices and 
generally increase the cost of living, force households 
into ever smaller homes and more cramped 
transport, and are harmful to the environment. 
This hugely depresses people’s quality of life.” 

But, as cpre pointed out in 2015, the arguments 
within these reports are based on a highly selective 
reading of the relevant evidence, and give little 
consideration to the wide range of benefits provided 
by green Belt policy. The argument urgently needs  
to be challenged and cpre has issued Green Belt 
myths: CPRE’s guide to what you need to know12  
to do just that.  

Where would London be if land  
protections were not in place? 
one way of looking into the future is to look back. 
Where would London be now if land protections had 
not been in place? As Andrew Motion, former president 
of cpre, said: “Since about 1940, the population of 
Los Angeles has grown at about the same rate as the 
population of London. Los Angeles is now so enormous 
that if you somehow managed to pick it up and plonk 
it down on England, it would extend from Brighton 
on the south coast to Cambridge in the north-east. 
That’s what happens if you don’t have a green belt.”

in cpre London’s view, it is at times when cities 
grow that land protection policies are most 
critical. At these times ideally they should be 
strengthened rather than weakened or abandoned. 

4.  The BenefiTs of green BeLT  
And MeTropoLiTAn open LAnd

  »   Checking unrestricted sprawl and  
assisting in safeguarding the  
countryside from encroachment  
The green Belt designation was established 
in 1955 primarily to stop urban sprawl and 
protect the setting of historic towns and cities. 
international comparisons suggest that  
without the strong protection the 
countryside around towns and cities, 
and in many cases their historic settings, 
would long since have been lost.8 

  »  avoiding the costs of sprawl  
sprawl has multiple economic costs,  
including increased travel costs; decreased 
economic vitality of urban centres; increased  
tax burdens due to more expensive road and 
utility construction and maintenance; increased 
car use leading to higher air pollution and 
increased health care costs for diseases like 
asthma, and loss of productive farmland and 
natural lands that support tourism.  

   »  Recreation, sport, health  
The protections have ensured Londoners enjoy 
open land and countryside in and near the city. 
Many areas of green Belt and Metropolitan 
open Land are country parks, Metropolitan 
parks, playing fields or recreation grounds 
and support sport and recreation, tourism 
and health – including reducing stress by 
providing peaceful, breathing spaces. 

  »    Eco-system benefits   
Different types of open land provide multiple 
eco-system benefits which include urban 
cooling, improved air quality, flood protection 
and carbon absorption (especially woodland 
areas), as well as local food production.

  »  future proofing   
As London grows into a higher density city, 
so more people come to rely on protected 
green spaces for the many benefits they 
provide. Land protection policy recognises 
that these protected lands may be, and in 
fact stipulates that they should be, enhanced 
to provide more benefits in future. 

5.  confLicTing inTeresTs And  
The fUTUre of LAnd proTecTion

THE kEy BEnEFiTS OF Land PrOTECTiOnS arE: 

©www.getwestlondon.co.uk

Protestors at Brent Lea recreation 
Ground in Hounslow are concerned 
about proposals to build a school  
on the site.
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6.  recenT increAse in ThreATs To 
green BeLT And MeTropoLiTAn 
open LAnd in greATer London

in 2013/14 Greater London saw a sharp increase in the number of  
permissions given for development on Green Belt and Metropolitan  
Open Land as Graph 1 below shows
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The rise in approved and completed 
planning applications continues to  
result in loss of Green Belt and  
Metropolitan Open Land
graph 2 shows the amount of open space lost in 
hectares by designation from 2004/05 to 2013/14 in 
greater London. Loss of green Belt and Metropolitan 

The Mayor’s key Performance indicator  
3 is ‘minimise loss of open space’ and 
according to the annual Monitoring  
report this was not achieved in 2013/14. 
The London plan Annual Monitoring report 11, 2013-
14,13 table 2.5 “shows the overall loss of protected 
open space approved during 2013/14, was just under 
20 hectares. This is a very large increase on the 
previous financial year where the figure was less 
than 0.6 ha.”  

The current picture: CPrE London is 
currently aware of threats to 51 Green  
Belt and Metropolitan Open Land sites  
in Greater London. 
There may be other sites which we are not currently 
aware of. The picture is continually changing 
and details can be seen on our online protect 
London map at www.cprelondon.org.uk/resources/
item/2288-protect-london-map. 
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GrEEn BELT and METrOPOLiTan OPEn Land LOST  
(HECTarES 2004/5 TO 2013/14)

The commentary in the report states: “The number 
of approvals on protected open space has also risen 
sharply from four to 29.” our graph above only shows 
15 approvals on protected open space. The Mayor 
includes any category of designated open space, 
including Urban open space, which accounted  
for 14 further approvals in 2013/14. 

open Land amounted to over 100 hectares in this time 
period. The rise in permissions in 2013/14 may not yet 
have translated into reported loss, hence the figure for 
loss in 2013/14 does not appear high. 
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The definition used for ‘threatened’ is intentionally 
broad and includes sites where there is significant 
evidence that development may occur at the 
site. This is necessarily a subjective judgment 
however the intention is to include only sites 
where there is a serious concern that protected 
land will be lost as a result of development 
on the site. occasionally a site is included if 
proposed surrounding development would 
significantly impact on the openness of the site. 

an analysis of the threats to  
protected land in Greater London 
51 sites are currently under threat (that we 
are aware of). of these 31 are green Belt 
and 20 are Metropolitan open Land. 

The overwhelming majority of the threats relate 
to housing or schools. 11 sites are threatened with 
housing developments (5 of which are housing 
developments combined with education or other 
development). 31 sites are threatened with education 
developments, mainly new schools or expanded 
schools (of which 7 are education developments 
combined with housing or other development). 

8.  siTes cUrrenTLY Under  
ThreAT in greATer London

This section sets out some examples of the 51 protected Green Belt or Metropolitan 
Open Land sites in Greater London under threat at the time of writing. These are 
the ones which we are aware of. There may be others. More details on the sites 
and the threats to them can be found on our map at www.cprelondon.org.uk

7.  pArks, recreATion groUnds, 
sporTs groUnds: An AnALYsis  
of whAT is Under ThreAT

ThE 51 siTEs REPREsEnT a 
RanGE of diffEREnT TYPEs 
of Land usE. of ThE 51:

17 sites are playing fields

 13 sites are open land or fields used for  
a variety of recreational activities

 3 are allotments/community food  
growing sites

 2 are in historic parks, one is in  
the Lea Valley Regional Park  
(currently a utility depot)

2 are utilities sites (sewage / water works)

 4 sites contain existing buildings  
within a Green Belt or Metropolitan  
Open Land setting

1 site is a recreation ground

 1 site is a sports stadium within a Green 
Belt or Metropolitan Open Land setting

the remainder are less well defined sites. 

©
a

ndrew
Bow

den on Flickr

Trent Park in Enfield. Berkeley Homes 
has recently acquired a site in the park 

including an historic building as  
well as Green Belt land  

surrounding it.

Enfield road Watch campaigners who are fighting to save the Glebe Land in Enfield
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WaLThaM foREsT: Thames Water Depot site in Lee 
Valley Regional Park (Metropolitan Open Land)
The Lion Academy Trust acquired this site in January 2016 for a new secondary 
school with support from the government’s education Funding Agency14  despite no 
planning permission having been sought or granted, despite the site not being in 
the Local plan and despite it being part of the Lee Valley regional park. Though it is 
currently a depot and not green space (it is currently paved over), the park Authority 
has set out options for bringing the site into ‘park compatible use’ in the Lee Valley 
park Development Framework. Among the options it has identified are a ‘biodiversity 
and/or heritage based visitor attraction’ and ‘new recreational or sporting facilities’.
Pictured: The Lee Valley Waterworks nature reserve. This is next door to the Thames  
Water depot site which has been acquired with support from the Government’s Education 
Funding agency and is the proposed site for a new school even though the site is also part  
of the Lee Valley Park

EnfiELd: Trent Park (Green Belt)
Berkeley homes has recently acquired a site in the park including an 
historic building as well as green Belt land surrounding it. The 50 acre site 
at the heart of Trent park – the former Middlesex University campus and 
World War ii prisoner of War camp – was sold to Berkeley homes in 2015. 
The Friends of Trent country park say that the developers, through their 
representative at curtin & co (a public relations firm), told them that the 
site no longer has educational use and that they will be allowed to build 
houses in the green Belt. see more at www.savetrentpark.org.uk. 
Pictured: Trent Park in Enfield. Berkeley Homes has recently acquired a site in the  
park including an historic building as well as Green Belt land surrounding it

EnfiELd: Grovelands Historic Park (Metropolitan Open Land)
enfield Borough council is consulting on ideas for building a new school 
on part of the historic parkland of the former grovelands house. The 
council applied to historic england in october 2015 asking whether or 
not a new school would be acceptable in principle at this site.
Pictured: Grovelands Park. Enfield Council is consider whether to build a school  
in part of the park

PaRks

EaLinG:  
Warren Farm (Metropolitan Open Land)
Warren Farm sport centre is used for recreation and sport by local residents as 
well as football and cricket clubs. The planning application to provide training 
facilities and pitches for Queen’s park rangers Football club has come under 
intense criticism from local residents who say it will remove a large area from 
community use and the sizeable structures proposed will impact on the openness 
of the space. ealing council approved the application in summer 2015 and the 
Mayor of London has also given the go ahead for the decision (october 2015). 
Pictured: The Warren Farm grounds, the majority of which will no longer be for community use

hounsLoW:  
White Lodge Sports Ground, Osterley (Metropolitan Open Land)
This site is currently a disused sports ground. A planning application was 
approved in late 2015 to develop the nishkam school West London (a new 
free school) with associated facilities. The Mayor has also given the go 
ahead. The site is not designated for education use and is not shortlisted 
in the Local plan site allocations. The lawful use of the site is for sports and 
recreation and the development will lead to loss of Metropolitan open Land.
Pictured: The White Lodge Sports Ground in Hounslow which has been acquired with  
support from the Government’s Education Funding agency. Planning permission has  
been given for a school to be built on the site

REdBRidGE: Oakfield Playing Fields (Green Belt)
This is arguably the most alarming case of green Belt under threat we have 
identified to date. The site contains top quality cricket and football pitches 
which are in high demand and it is a strategically important sports site for 
east London being located near public transport which makes it valuable 
for Londoners travelling from parts of inner east London. redbridge council 
has said that it cannot meet its targets for new homes without building on 
green space and has identified the well-used oakfield playing Fields as its 
preferred site to locate 1,000 new homes. The proposal would result in the 
loss of 75% of this area of green Belt and an irreplaceable sporting facility. 
Pictured: Oakfields Playing Fields, currently the council’s preferred site to build  
1,000 new homes, has some of the best cricket and football pitches in East London

PLaYinG  
fiELds

©Julie Mac on Flickr

©www.savewarrenfarm.com
©www.discoverexplore.co.uk

©www.derelictlondon.com
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nEWhaM: Beckton Sewage Treatment WoRks (Metropolitan Open 
Land)
The council’s proposal to remove this site’s status as Metropolitan open Land is 
likely to lead to future development on this site which is also, in part, designated 
as a site of nature conservation importance. cpre London believes that the 
council should, instead, plan for the enhancement of the space (as the London 
plan requires) as it continues to fulfil the objectives of its designation. There 
are examples of former water works which are now nature reserves in London 
including the Lee Valley park Waterworks nature reserve, former filter beds. 
Pictured: Beckton Sewage Treatment Works. newham Council want to remove the  
Metropolitan Open Land designation despite the potential to create a space for  
recreation or wildlife in the future. 

kinGsTon uPon ThaMEs: Hogsmill Valley (Metropolitan Open Land)
There are a variety of early stage plans for this unique site. proposals 
include possible development of student accommodation and a primary 
school. The council’s masterplan of the area illustrates a potential loss of 
7.15 hectares of Metropolitan open Land and, more importantly, loss of a 
green space with incredible potential as a future green asset for London. 
Pictured: The Hogsmill river in kingston, part of the kingston Opportunity area  
where proposals signal potential loss of over 7 hectares of Metropolitan Open Land

EnfiELd: Land south of Enfield Road, locally 
known as the Glebe Land (Green Belt)
Fairview new homes’ application to build a secondary free school and up to 
300 dwellings on this area of green Belt land was turned down by the Mayor in 
February 2016, though local campaigners are concerned that the land remains 
under threat. The Local plan is up for review in 2016 and campaigners fear 
that green Belt boundaries will be changed as part of that review, including 
for this site, which they have pointed out is highly valued by local people.
Pictured: Horses on the Glebe Land in Enfield, Green Belt land currently  
under threat from development

CRoYdon: Shirley Oaks (Metropolitan Open Land)
croydon’s Local plan review proposes the de-designation of this area of 
Metropolitan open Land and allocation of much of the area for housing 
development. This would result in the loss of well-loved open space and 
increase future threat to an allotment site and green chain. in January 2016, 
450 people attended the Town hall to protest against the proposals.

Pictured: Shirley Oaks in Croydon, now under threat from development

RiChMond: Whitton (Metropolitan Open Land)
The government’s education Funding Agency has worked with a school provider 
to identify this area of Metropolitan open Land as the permanent site of Turing 
house school. planning permission will need to be gained for this to go ahead. 
Local campaigners say their “main concern for the Whitton site is that it is 
Metropolitan Open Land and should not be built on. There is also a proposal to 
use Springfield Road as the route to the site entrance. This could only be achieved 
if a road was built through Heathfield Recreation Ground, itself Open Green 
Space used every day for children to play, dog walking and numerous football 
clubs. This is a totally unacceptable idea, to destroy two large sections of land 
for a school that has an admissions policy of just 20% for Whitton children.”15

Pictured: Heathfield recreation Ground which is also threatened as part of plans to build  
a new school on the Hospital Bridge road site – Metropolitan Open Land in Whitton

oPEn Land PossiBLE naTuRE REsERvEs 
of ThE fuTuRE

©rudtuk on Flickr

©www.adamshendry.co.uk

©andrew Bowden 
on Flickr
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BRoMLEY: Turpington Lane Allotments, Bromley Common (Green Belt)
As part of Bromley’s local plan review these allotments are under threat. The council 
is proposing to remove their green Belt protection and allocate the site for a new 
school. Bromley has identified 17 protected green sites in the borough which it 
proposes to allocate for development, largely for schools.  
Pictured: Bromley allotments – now under threat from development 
 

 

BaRkinG & daGEnhaM: Woodlands and Central Park Nursery, 
including Growing Communities Dagenham Farm (Green Belt)
in Barking and Dagenham’s draft local plan, currently under consultation, the 
council is proposing to remove the designation of green Belt from this area of land 
because the council argues that the boundary is ‘indefensible’. While this is a valid 
justification for removing green Belt status, this will leave the land unprotected from 
development. cpre London has therefore argued that the site’s designation should 
not be removed but should change from green Belt to Metropolitan open Land.
Pictured: Growing Communities’ dagenham Farm. Barking and dagenham 
Council are proposing to remove the Green Belt designation. CPrE London 
believes it should be replaced with Metropolitan Open Land designation

 

hounsLoW: Brent Lea Recreation Ground 
(Metropolitan Open Land)
A local campaign has saved Brent Lea rec from 
development, at least for the time being, as 
the council has found a new temporary site for 
Floreat’s new Brentford primary school. however, 
local campaigners strongly suspect that they 
are still going to put in a planning application for 
the permanent school to be built on the recreation 
ground. This is despite campaigners’ view that 
there is a plausible alternative site located close by.
Pictured: Brent Lea recreation Ground in Hounslow:  
proposals to build a new school on the site have  
not entirely gone away, according to  
local campaigners

if you are aware of any  
sites at risk not already listed  

on the map at cprelondon.org.uk,  
please contact cpre London at 

office@cprelondon.org.uk. 
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RECREaTion  
GRound

in essence, the liberalisation of the planning 
system is intended to ‘cut red tape’ but the 
evidence suggests it is creating ambiguities 
and confusion so that planning decisions are 
increasingly inconsistent at all levels – something 
cpre London alluded to in our recent publication 
The Arcadian Thames: Planning Policy Ignored?18 

Linked to this, high housing targets, which are given 
to local authorities with little or no reference to 
local constraints, including whether they will push 
development onto protected green space, undermine 
councils’ Local plans and force inappropriate 
development on communities. This issue is 
detailed in cpre’s report Set up to Fail (2015).19

GOVErnMEnT aCQuirinG 
PrOTECEd SiTES FOr SCHOOLS
The Government’s Education Funding 
agency is involved with acquiring protected 
sites to locate new schools which are 
not identified in the Local Plan
This is highly prejudicial to the planning system as it 
effectively applies pressure to planning authorities to 
consent to the development. The cases involving the 
government’s education Funding Agency which cpre 
London is currently aware of are (it is not clear if there 
are others as the information is not publicly available): 

 »  the White Lodge Sports Ground site in 
Hounslow (Metropolitan Open Land) 

»  Beckenham Academy in Bromley (Urban Open Space)

 »  the site for Turing House School on Hospital Bridge 
Road in Whitton (Metropolitan Open Land)

»  the Waltham Forest site on the Lea Bridge 
Road (Metropolitan Open Land) 

» the Glebe Land in Enfield (Green Belt). 

»  the Bowring Sports Field, Lee Green, London 
Borough of Greenwich (Metropolitan Open Land)

9.  reAsons whY ThreATs To 
proTecTed LAnd Are on  
The increAse

The national government and Mayor of 
London say they attach ‘great importance’ 
to Green Belt and Metropolitan open Land 
and their stated policies severely limit 
what can be built on protected land

stated policies (detailed elsewhere in this report) 
are backed up by pledges from politicians of all 
parties. David cameron pledged before the May 
2015 general election to protect the green Belt. 
“Put simply: the Green Belt is protected with us.” 

so why is London’s protected land now 
coming under increasing threat? 

a WEakEnEd PLanninG SySTEM
in every local authority area, the Local plan sets 
out what is needed locally and the policies which 
must be adhered to by developers, including those 
which protect London’s green spaces. in the last 
four years since 2012, however, the government has 
made a series of changes which have introduced 
conflicting objectives into this system. The effect of 
this has been to introduce inconsistency in decision 
making and to undermine some policies which 
are not regarded as important as other policies. 

The impact of these changes have been analysed by 
cpre in two key papers since the introduction of the 
national planning policy Framework in 2012. cpre 
wrote originally about the impact of changes to the 
planning system in its 2013 publication Countryside 
Promises, Planning Realities16 which details how the 
changes are undermining the planning system.17  
More recently the report Community Control or 
Countryside Chaos of March 2014 provides firm 
evidence from across england that the government’s 
planning reforms are not achieving their stated aims. 
“Far from community control of local development, 
we are seeing councils under pressure to disregard 
local democracy to meet top-down targets” 
shaun spiers, chief executive of cpre said.

cprelondon.org.uk The “sTrongesT proTecTion”? green Belt and Metropolitan open Land in greater London: the real story
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A separate cpre London report A done deal: how 
new schools are being built on Green Belt and 
Metropolitan Open Land in Greater London20 
published in December 2015 highlights cases 
in greater London where schools have been 
built or are being planned on green Belt and 
Metropolitan open Land contrary to government 
policy and clear government guidelines.

THE WrOnG SiGnaLS
The examples above are sending the 
message that protected land can now 
be developed, resulting in speculative 
applications and inappropriate treatment 
of protected land in borough Local Plans 
When land protections are not adhered to, landowners 
see that previously valueless land might now be 
sold with planning permission at a higher price; 
developers see prime plots of land; and even 
public authorities – cash-strapped local councils, 
the Mayor’s office and our national government 
– see opportunities for market-price land sales. 

in many of the cases cited in this report, 
developers appear to be responding to signals 
suggesting they can now build on protected 
land. For example, in enfield and Waltham Forest 
recent press announcements stated that schools 
will be opening on protected plots, though no 
planning permission has been sought; and in 
hayes park in hillingdon a privately owned piece 
of protected land has been put up for sale £5 
million despite it having been turned down for 
planning permission several times in the past. 

dErELiCT and undEr-uSEd SiTES 
Local authorities are required to plan to  
enhance Green Belt and Metropolitan  
Open Land. This is much more important  
than it might first appear: when sites  
become derelict, they come under threat 
The London playing Fields Association’s chief 
executive has put this succinctly in relation to 
playing fields, though the same applies to green 
spaces more generally, even parks. “I think a lot 
of fields are lost because of neglect, and what 
happens is they fall into what we call, ‘A cycle of 
playing field decay’. As they become neglected so 
they’re underused, and because they’re underused 

there’s no investment, neither for maintenance or 
improvements, and the underinvestment leads to 
undervalue, and eventually that undervalue leads 
them to be under threat, and they’re gone.”21 

in a number of the cases cited in this report, 
for example the Brent Lea recreation Ground 
and the White Lodge Sports Ground, it has 
been argued by the developer that the site is 
not well used and that this is one justification 
for building on it. This is despite the fact that 
a low level of use cannot, according to London 
and national policy, be used as a justification for 
building on protected land. in fact, policy states that 
enhancements should be made to encourage use. 

There is vast potential for neglected 
green or open spaces, even where it 
does not immediately appear so. 
The story of the Lee Valley regional park is a 
good example (see box). in other cases, old water 
works have been turned into nature reserves, 
for instance the Barnes Wetland centre and 
the Lee Valley Waterworks nature reserve. 

Much of the Lee Valley Park was created 
from industrial wasteland. The Lee Valley 
was once home to a diverse range of 
industries, gravel pits, waterworks sites, 
distilleries and munitions factories. Over 
the years much of the land across the 
valley became neglected and derelict. 
Rescuing the Lee Valley from its years 
of neglect and regenerating it as a 
‘great playground for Londoners’ was 
questionable before the Second World 
War. It was suggested in Sir Patrick 
Abercrombie’s Greater London Plan in 
1944 that ‘the Valley gives the opportunity 
for a great piece of regenerative 
planning…..every piece of land welded 
into a great regional reservation’.

Additionally, the London plan states: “The policy 
guidance of paragraphs 79-92 of the NPPF on Green 
Belts applies equally to Metropolitan Open Land 
(MOL).  MOL has an important role to play as part 
of London’s multifunctional green infrastructure 
and the Mayor is keen to see improvements 
in its overall quality and accessibility.”

What might seem to be an unattractive site now 
can be a park of the future: planning policies 
require local authorities to plan positively to 
enhance Green Belt and Metropolitan Open Land
The national planning policy Framework states: 
“Once Green Belts have been defined, local planning 
authorities should plan positively to enhance the 
beneficial use of the Green Belt, such as looking 
for opportunities to provide access; to provide 
opportunities for outdoor sport and recreation; to 
retain and enhance landscapes, visual amenity and 
biodiversity; or to improve damaged and derelict land.”

23

in January 2016 residents protested about proposals to build on  
Shirley Oaks, much loved Metropolitan Open Land in Croydon
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CPRE London believes urgent action is now 
needed to halt the loss of London’s protected 
green spaces. 

Politicians should halt the loss of London’s  
precious Green Belt and Metropolitan Open Land 
and call an immediate stop to the current sacrifice 
of playing fields, parks and recreation grounds  
for development 

»  We want politicians at all levels to go beyond simply 
saying that they support the continued protection of 
the green Belt and Metropolitan open Land and halt 
the permitting or promotion of development on these 
protected green spaces. 

»  The Mayor should overturn inappropriate 
permissions granted by councils and inappropriate 
identification of sties in borough Local plans. 

Clear signals are needed from the Mayor and 
the government to halt speculative planning 
applications on, and sales of, protected land 

»  The Mayor and government must recognise 
that developers and landowners need a clear 
signal in relation to protected land, should take 
a strong line and should send a clear message 
that no applications on Metropolitan open 
Land or green Belt will be permitted except 
in genuinely exceptional circumstances. 

The government’s Education Funding agency  
must cease seeking out and acquiring protected 
sites in London for free schools 

»  The Mayor and the secretary of state should clarify 
that a need (or demand) for school places cannot 
justify building on either green Belt or Metropolitan 
open Land in London, either via a Local plan site 
allocation or a planning application. 

»  The Mayor should engage with the 
government’s education Funding Agency to 
request that it ceases to seek out and acquire 
protected sites in London for schools.

There is no need to build on London’s precious 
Green Belt and Metropolitan Open Land. 
alternatives exist. use these instead 

»  instead of sanctioning build on protected land, 
the Mayor and boroughs should support high 
quality, high density development that meets 
local needs; use brownfield land first, not 
greenfield; regenerate run down areas; and provide 
funding for restoration of contaminated land.

Local constraints should be recognised when 
housing targets are set 

»  Terminology and guidance in the national planning 
policy guidance needs to be reviewed, clarified and 
expanded to allow for more responsive assessments. 

»  Local plans should be allowed to weigh up all 
evidence for housing need, demand and constraints 
on an equal basis and come to a housing target 
which is flexible and subject to regular review.

10.  hALTing ThreATs To London’s 
proTecTed green spAces

The real story is that it is frequently now being left to local resident groups to 
campaign to save Green Belt and Metropolitan Open Land in Greater London. 
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»  To improve investment in, and so reduce  
threats to, London’s green spaces, we want  
the new London Mayor to create ‘pfL’:  
parks for London. Like TfL, Transport for  
London, this would make an ambitious vision  
come to life – in this case, an interconnected  
network of parks, green spaces and playing  
fields across London, achieved through 
coordinating and promoting public, 
private and voluntary sector action.

We want to see provisions requiring councils  
to plan to enhance protected green spaces  
given more weighting by councils and more  
support from the Mayor, to ensure sites are  
well used and do not become derelict 

»  We want the new Mayor of London to support 
boroughs and commit to creating between  
5 and 10 new parks and commons for London,  
taking protected but unattractive, under-used or 
derelict land and giving it a clear, new identity, 
securing its future. These could be re-wilding 
projects; ‘destination parks’ with a café, children’s 
play and other features; or a strategic sports  
ground for example. 

London, its Green Belt, and beyond

CPRE London is working with other CPRE branches 
around London and the London Green Belt Council to 

highlight the wider threats to London’s Green Belt.

In a forthcoming report, we will be looking at the 
extent of the current threats to the whole of London’s 

Green Belt, as well as looking more closely at the 
interrelationship between city and countryside. 

AfTerword
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