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Introduction: the local plan  – why it matters: 

The local plan sets out the district council’s approach to delivering 22,000 additional jobs and 

19,500 new homes in the District by 2031. It aims to “strike the right balance between growth 

and conservation, valuing what makes the area unique”. 

 

The plan is intended to build new communities rather than just more homes, with the right 

facilities (GP surgeries etc). It will serve as the basis for working with the Mayor and other 

local authorities to ensure that transport improvements are, wherever possible, made in 

advance of new home provision. 

The draft local plan for South Cambridgeshire (along with the local plan for Cambridge City) 

was submitted for examination by a Government inspector in March 2014. After one of the 

longest planning examinations on record, and numerous fairly minor amendments, the 

Inspector finally declared in September 2018 that the plan was “sound”, meaning that the 

District Council was able to formally adopt it on 27th September ’18 and the plan came into 

effect.  

Under new rules, a review will have to begin at the end of 2019 for a new plan to be 

submitted in 2022. 

 

The Revised NPPF (July 2018): 

The revised framework is intended to make it easier for local planning authorities (LPAs) like 

South Cambs to challenge poor quality and unattractive development.  

It also aims to give communities a greater say in the design of developments. 

Neighbourhood plans should “demonstrate clear local leadership in design quality, with the 

framework allowing groups seeking such plans to truly reflect the community’s expectations 

on how new development will visually contribute to their area”. 

Local authorities are urged to “exhaust all other reasonable options for development” before 

considering altering a green belt boundary, and it stresses that “considerable evidence” 

would be needed to alter any such boundary.  
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The NPPF came out too late to be taken into account in the Local Plan, and there may be 

places where there is some apparent conflict with the Local Plan, in which case planning 

inspectors are likely to give precedence to the revised NPPF.  

From November 2018 councils will have a Housing Delivery Test focused on driving up the 

numbers of homes delivered in their area, rather than how many are planned for. This will 

penalise councils that under-deliver over three years.  

The framework also aims to provide further protection for biodiversity by aligning the 

planning system more closely with Defra’s 25-year environment plan, and stresses greater 

importance of air quality when deciding applications..  

 

Planning and sustainable development:  

The NPPF (Para 14) sets out “the presumption in favour of sustainable development”. Since 

the policies in the previous plan were considered “out of date” in the absence of a five year 

housing land supply (HLS), Inspectors were able to overrule planning authorities and allow 

new developments on land outside of the plan area.  

South Cambridgeshire has not been able to meet this test since the Inspector’s decision on 

the Waterbeach development in June 2014. Since then, planning consents have been 

granted for over 5000 houses in the District outside of the original allocations. 

Since May 2018 South Cambridgeshire has been able to show that it now meets the “five 

year rule”, that is, that the district had made available planning consents on sufficient land to 

meet rather more than five years supply of housing development.  

Sustainability in local planning: 

 

The Local Plan is intended to deliver the three “overarching principles of sustainability”: 

• Economic – contributing to building a strong economy by ensuring that sufficient land of 

the right type is available to support growth and innovation including the provision of 

infrastructure; 

• Social – supporting vibrant and healthy communities, by providing the supply of housing 

required and creating a high quality built environment with accessible local services that 

reflect the community’s needs; and 
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• Environmental – by protecting and enhancing the natural, built and historic environment 

and  helping to improve biodiversity. The plan is based on prudent use of natural resources, 

minimising waste and pollution, and mitigating and adapting to climate change while 

moving to a low carbon economy. 

 

Objectives:  

The Local Plan sets out six key objectives: 

1. supporting economic growth and South Cambridgeshire's position as a world 

leader in research and technology based industries and education; and supporting 

the rural economy; 

2. protecting the character of South Cambridgeshire, including its built and natural 

heritage, and the Cambridge Green Belt; 

3. providing land for housing in sustainable locations that meets local needs and 

aspirations; 

4. delivering new developments that are high quality and well-designed and respond 

to the challenges of climate change;  

5. ensuring that all new development has access to a range of services and facilities 

that support healthy lifestyles including shops, schools, doctors surgeries, community 

buildings, local open space, and green infrastructure. 

6. maximising potential for journeys to be undertaken by sustainable modes of 

transport including walking, cycling, bus and train. 

 

What happens now? 

The local plan is now to be used as the basis for determining all planning applications in 

South Cambridgeshire. The council is determined to support the new local plan, and to 

revert to plan-led decisions on new applications. So for instance at the October planning 

committee, councillors of all political parties rejected a planning application for 24 houses in 

Fowlmere, which was outside the village framework in a Group Village. 

The main housing sites – the strategic sites -  in the plan will include a new town at 

Waterbeach (8500 homes approx.), a new village at Bourne Airfield and an expansion to the 

West of Cambourne (5850 homes), continued development of Northstowe (10,000 houses in 
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total), and sites on the Cambridge fringe, in addition to 900 extra houses in “the better-

served” villages South of Cambridge, some of which will be in Sawston. 

 

Spatial strategy (chapter 2): 

The spatial strategy focuses development on the edge of Cambridge, in new towns / new 

villages; and in selected villages. It also has policies for small scale development in villages. 

 

The Local Plan classifies villages into four groupings, reflecting what is seen as their relative 

sustainability. This is intended to direct housing to the most sustainable locations and control 

the level of windfall development. The classification followed a review of the services and 

facilities, education, public transport and employment available at each settlement. 

 

Great Shelford and Stapleford are together classified as a Rural Centre, along with 

Cambourne, Cottenham, Histon and Impington and Sawston (policy S/8). These are the 

largest villages of the district and seen as being the most sustainable. They have 

good access to a secondary school, employment opportunities, a variety of services and 

facilities and good public transport services to Cambridge or a market town. 

 

For these villages, development or redevelopment will be permitted within the development 

framework without any limit on individual scheme size provided that adequate services, 

facilities and infrastructure can be made available as a result of the development.  

 

Little Shelford and 55 other small villages (Grantchester, Newton, Pampisford, 

Babraham…) have been classified as “infill villages” (policy S/11). This means that 

residential development and redevelopment will be restricted to scheme sizes of not more 

than about two dwellings within the development frameworks, comprising either a gap in an 

otherwise built-up frontage, the redevelopment or sub-division of an existing residential 

curtilage, the sub-division of an existing dwelling or the conversion / redevelopment of a non-

residential building where this would not result in a loss of local employment. 

 

Village frameworks have been defined to take into account the present extent of the built-up 

area and planned development. Buildings associated with countryside uses (e.g. farm 
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buildings and affordable housing schemes permitted under the rural exceptions policy) are 

not normally included within the framework. 

 

 

Parish council views and neighbourhood plans: 

The Local Plan includes Parish Council proposals where there is clear local support, as an 

alternative to the preparation of Neighbourhood Plans, which will in due course become part 

of the local plan when they are approved. 

 

A local community preparing a neighbourhood plan can make allocations that lie outside of 

the development framework of a village, and the Council will be supportive of such 

developments where they have received community support. 

 

 

Climate change – mitigation and adaptation in new and existing developments: 

 

A range of measures is planned to contribute to reducing greenhouse gas emissions and 

protecting residents and business from the consequences of climate change. These include 

energy efficient buildings, where possible at the design stage; locating new developments 

where they will minimise the need for travel by car and more sustainable alternatives are 

available; integrating renewable technologies within buildings and delivering community 

renewable energy projects; and incorporating green spaces and vegetation within 

developments to increase absorption of surface water run-off.  

 

New residential developments will be expected to achieve as a minimum water 

efficiency equivalent to 110 litres per person per day, and proposals for non-residential 

development must be accompanied by a water conservation strategy. SuDS (sustainable 

drainage systems) should be provided in new developments where appropriate, and should 

be considered from the beginning of the design. 

 

Planning permission will only be granted for proposals that embed the principles of climate 

change mitigation and adaptation into the development, and applicants will have to submit a 

Sustainability Statement to demonstrate this. 
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Planning permission for wind energy development involving even a single community wind 

turbine will only be permitted where the site is in an area identified as suitable for wind 

energy development in a Neighbourhood Plan. 

 

Design principles: 

 

The plan recognises that all new development needs to be of an appropriate scale, design 

and materials for its location and conform to certain design principles. Any 

development , even an extension to an existing home must respect, preserve and enhance 

the special character of the locality, and take proper care to respond to its surroundings. 

 

Great and Little Shelford already have village design statements to secure this in new 

development, The Great Shelford VDS is currently being updated as part of the 

neighbourhood plan, and may be extended or adapted to Stapleford too. 

 

Housing developments including rural exception sites, will be expected to achieve an 

average net density of 30 dwellings per hectare (dph) in Rural Centres (policy H/8). 

 

 

Green belt and green infrastructure: 

 

The area of the Green Belt in South Cambridgeshire comprises 23,000 hectares (88 square 

miles approximately), covering 25% of the district. The 2015 review of the green belt 

concluded that the removal of additional large scale sites from the 

Cambridge Green Belt could result in irreversible adverse impacts on the 

special character of Cambridge as a compact historic city and risk the 

economic success of the Cambridge area. 

 

Two small areas were proposed for removal from the green belt, including a field North East 

of Nine Wells LNR which falls within Great Shelford parish, and has now been allocated to 

the future expansion of Cambridge Biomedical Campus (CBC). 

 

As the Local Plan states, new development in the Green Belt will only be approved in 

accordance with Green Belt policy in the National Planning Policy Framework (policy S4). 
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Under the NPPF, planning permission will not normally be granted for development which 

would lead to the irreversible loss of Grades 1, 2 or 3a agricultural land unless that land is 

allocated for development in the Local Plan. 

 

The Cambridgeshire Green Infrastructure Strategy (2011) highlights existing 

natural green space and opportunities for creating, linking, and improving it. It includes the 

Gog Magogs Countryside Area as one of two major ecological networks in the county. 

 

Proposals for the extension of the CBC onto former green belt land will be expected to 

provide an appropriate landscaped setting for the Nine Wells Local Nature Reserve, to set 

back built development away from the south-western corner of the site and to ensure that 

there will be no material adverse impact on the volume, pattern of flow or water quality of the 

chalk springs. No pedestrian access will be provided from the site to minimise visitor 

pressures on the Nine Wells LNR. 

  

The Council will encourage proposals which link, buffer and create new green infrastructure 

and which promote, manage and interpret green infrastructure and enhance public 

enjoyment of it. Work to identify such opportunities is being undertaken by the 

neighbourhood plan group in Great Shelford and Stapleford. 

 

The Local Plan allocates some additional land to meet local need for open space, such as 

extensions to existing recreation grounds. Specific allocations include land east of Bar Lane, 

Stapleford (1.42ha) and land south of Granhams Road, Great Shelford (4.8ha), which is 

“only suitable for informal recreation uses due to its character and parkland setting”. On the 

other land, it removes the “local greenspace” designation form a large number of sites in the 

District, including Grange Field next to the Great Shelford recreation ground. 

 

 

Affordable housing and rural exception sites (RESs): 

 

The housing register had over 3,378 households seeking affordable housing (March 2013), 

and the Strategic Housing Market Assessment identified that over 11,800 affordable homes 

will be required to meet current and arising need in the District in the period to 2031. 
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Policy H/10 on affordable housing states that all developments of 11 dwellings or more (or 

on development sites of less than 11 units if the total floorspace of the proposed units 

exceeds 1,000m2), will provide affordable housing such that 40% of the homes on site will 

be affordable; 

 

The revised NPPF (not taken into account in the Local Plan) states that LPAs should support 

opportunities to bring forward rural exception sites that will provide affordable housing to 

meet identified local needs, and consider whether allowing some market housing on these 

sites would help to facilitate this (para 77).  

 

It adds that, to promote sustainable development in rural areas, housing should be located 

where it will enhance or maintain the vitality of rural communities (para 78). Planning policies 

should identify opportunities for villages to grow and thrive, especially where this will support 

local services. This statement may qualify the spatial strategy in the Local Plan, which 

assumes that development should only take place where local services exist or can be 

provided as part of the development. 

 

The Local Plan policy on rural exception sites (policy H/11) states that affordable housing 

developments to meet identified local housing needs on small sites adjoining a development 

framework boundary will be permitted subject to the number, size, design, mix and tenure of 

affordable homes being appropriate to meeting identified local needs. For sites within or 

adjoining the Green Belt, it would be a condition that no alternative sites exist that would 

have less impact on Green Belt purposes.  

 

In order to facilitate the delivery of significant additional affordable housing the Council will 

consider allowing some market housing on rural exception sites on viability or deliverability 

grounds. The affordable homes must be secured for occupation by those in housing need in 

perpetuity. 

 

The Local Plan states (para 7.50) that South Cambs “has a very good record of delivering 

exception sites”. The Council will work with Parish Councils to explore options for meeting 

local needs. It recognises that more could be done if landowners were prepared to make 

additional land available. 
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As part of the City Deal agreement the partners (including South Cambs) committed to “the 

delivery of an additional 1,000 new homes on rural exception sites”. 

 

Conclusion:  

 

The  Local Plan might be different if it were drawn up today, reflecting slightly 

different priorities and the new government planning framework. But now that has at 

last been possible to adopt it, some five months after the local elections and four and 

a half years after it was first put forward, all parties on the district council are likely to 

stand by it as the basis for decisions on development proposals in the district. 

 

The opportunity for further massive new developments outside of this development 

framework has now passed, at least for now, as the council has satisfied central 

government that it has met the five year housing land supply. Attention will now turn 

under the revised NPPF to ensuring that the district actually delivers this level of 

development to meet housing need.. 

 

The new South Cambs administration will be encouraging parish councils and local 

communities to set their own priorities within this framework for future development in 

their villages, effectively using neighbourhood plans to write their own sections to 

supplement the local plan as approved. 

 

 

 

Peter Fane 

17th October ‘18 
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