Knowle, Dorridge and Bentley Heath (KDBH)
Neighbourhood Forum CIO

PL/2026/00149/PPOL

Land At Widney Manor Road Browns Lane Bentley Heath Solihull

Outline planning permission, with all matters reserved (except for access into the site)
for residential dwellings (Use Class C3) including affordable housing, public open space
including land for sports pitches and ancillary facilities, with all other matters (relating to
appearance, landscaping, scale and layout) reserved.

The Knowle, Dorridge and Bentley Heath Neighbourhood Forum (the Forum) has
reviewed the documents accompanying this application and comments as follows:

Overview

The Forum is vehemently opposed to this scheme. It would represent an incongruous
expansion of Bentley Heath into the Green Belt gap between Solihull and KDBH, the very
purpose of which is to maintain the separation between the towns. With the amount of
housing already in the pipeline, there is no justification whatsoever for this speculative
development. The setting of Bentley Heath would be changed irrevocably and the
floodgates opened to the incessant demands of developers around the three villages that
make up the town of KDBH.

This application adds to the already excessive speculative proposals submitted in and
around the KDBH area, which together now prejudice the outcome of the proper Local
Plan process.

Character, Appearance and Function of this Strategic Gap

The area within which the application site is located is a wide tract of land between
Solihull and KDBH. When approaching from Solihull, this undeveloped gap between the
settlements is readily apparent. On the northeastern side of Widney Manor Road, west
of the motorway, the land is open and agricultural. On the opposite side, beyond
frontage housing, the land running up to the motorway is also open and undeveloped.

From KDBH, there is a strong sense of leaving the built-up area of Bentley Heath at the
roundabout at the Widney Manor Cemetery. To the northeast of Widney Manor Road,
the proposed housing site (and the land to the northwest of Smiths Lane) is flat or
gently sloping open land in active agricultural use.

On the other side of the road, and although there are some detached properties (mainly
in substantial grounds), the impression is of open and largely undeveloped land of green
character extending down to the motorway. The land either side of Widney Manor Road
forms a wide wedge of land that is open and undeveloped.

This land between the towns forms a strategic gap, presently protected by Green Belt
policy. It prevents the merger of Solihull and KDBH; and by limiting development at
Bentley Heath to its current well-defined boundaries, it prevents urban sprawl and the
insidious erosion of the gap. The open land of the application site is also an essential
part of the setting of Bentley Heath, a marked contrast between rural and urban.
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It is essential that the character and function of this strategic gap is maintained by
refusing this application, principally by enforcing Green Belt policy as discussed below
and by protecting the setting of Bentley Heath. This incongruous intrusion should be
roundly rejected.

Grey belt

The applicant asserts that the site should be classified as grey belt and that, as a result,
the development can be regarded as “not inappropriate”. This contention is strongly
refuted.

The site was initially put forward under the Call for Sites exercise in 2016. It was
subsequently evaluated by consultants through the Strategic Housing and Economic
Land Availability Assessment (SHELAA). The commentary concluded that the site would
breach an existing strong Green Belt boundary and erode the gap between Solihull and
KDBH. In the RAG assessment (red, amber, green), the site was given a red rating. It
was rejected from further consideration.

The applicant draws comfort from the Council’s 2016 Green Belt Assessment concluding
that the site “is one of the lower performing sites in the Borough”. However, only a
limited number of sites have a higher score. Also, as a result of the National Planning
Policy Framework (NPPF) December 2024, and the accompanying Planning Practice
Guidance (PPG), a different evaluation methodology now applies.

The “new” evaluation methodology is focussed on the carrying out of a Green Belt
Assessment by councils such as Solihull. SMBC has carried out an assessment although
the results have not yet been published. It is assumed that the local Green Belt
Assessment will form the context for site allocations and for the determination of
applications.

Applying the new methodology, the site is essentially part of an assessment area that
takes in the land between the M42 motorway and the built-up boundary of Bentley
Heath. In terms of the Green Belt purpose “to prevent neighbouring towns from
merging into one another”, PPG sets three key tests as to whether assessment areas are
likely to contribute strongly to the purposes of the Green Belt:

e likely to be free of existing development;

¢ forming a substantial part of a gap between towns; and

¢ development of the gap would be likely to result in the loss of visual separation of
towns.

In this regard:

e the assessment area is free of development;

e the assessment area forms a substantial part of the gap between Solihull and
Bentley Heath and comprises the whole of the area southeast of the M42; and

¢ development of the gap would result in the loss of visual separation between
Solihull and Bentley Heath. Development in both Solihull and the assessment
area could be seen from viewpoints between the settlements with loss of actual
and perceived separation.

The Forum concludes that the area makes a strong contribution to Green Belt purposes.
In a sequential approach, the area would be considered for development after previously
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developed land within the Green Belt and other grey belt land. A considerable amount of
grey belt land has already been put forward for development in KDBH. Much has already
been approved for major housing development. Something approaching 100 ha of
Green Belt land already stand to be lost around KDBH. There is no justification for
considering the development of ‘other’ Green Belt land.

For the site to be regarded as grey belt, it would also be necessary to consider the
extent to which the development would fundamentally undermine the purposes (taken
together) of the remaining Green Belt across the plan area as a whole.

The five Green Belt purposes apply across the plan area. In KDBH, the purposes are
supported in the following ways:

e Checking the unrestricted sprawl of large built-up areas, in order to:
¢ maintain a logical settlement boundary around KDBH;

e help direct development to preferred locations (to be identified in the Local
Plan Review); and

e avoid the nibbling away and continuous piecemeal erosion of familiar
landscapes.

e Preventing neighbouring towns from merging into one another by maintaining a
wide and open gap between Solihull and KDBH;

e Safeguarding the countryside from encroachment - maintaining the open areas
beyond the built-up area boundary which provide an open setting to the town and
a familiar and cherished urban - rural contrast.

e Preserving the setting and special character of historic towns by avoiding any
built development on the Green Belt surrounding Knowle that would materially
harm the significance of the setting of the Conservation Area (unwarranted
development in Bentley Heath could lead to additional development pressures in
Knowle).

e Assisting in urban regeneration by encouraging the recycling of derelict and other
urban land - by minimising any land-take within the Green Belt.

The Green Belt release under the application proposal would set an obvious precedent.

If the strong purposes cannot be recognised and upheld in respect of the application site,
then it will be impossible to resist major development in similar circumstances elsewhere
within Solihull’'s Green Belt. Land surrounding the whole of KDBH and on the fringe of
other built-up parts of the Borough would be vulnerable (and already is as demonstrated
by the excessive humber of speculative planning applications). This would also include
land around Widney Manor Station which would seriously diminish the separation of
Solihull and KDBH, contrary to Green Belt policy.

In all these circumstances, the collective purposes of the Green Belt across the Borough
would be fundamentally undermined through unwarranted losses. It is concluded that
the site cannot be regarded as grey belt.

Very special circumstances
In the alternative, it is argued by the applicant that very special circumstances would

obtain. The Planning Statement advances three circumstances which are now
considered in turn.
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Housing need: It is indicated that the application proposal will help meet the Borough'’s
chronic housing need, including the meeting of a five-year supply of housing land. The
site would, of course, make a contribution. However, that does not mean that
unsuitable sites should be developed in order to help meet any such shortage.

In any event, the baseline housing requirement needs to be evaluated. The Planning
Statement refers to a need for 6,000 houses in Solihull. However, this does not take
into account any contribution to the housing requirement that can be met by
Birmingham, on non-Green Belt sites.

Recent evidence from the CPRE indicates that Birmingham may have a surplus that could
be used for some 24,000 homes over and above its own housing requirement. Indeed,
the figure could be as high as 30,000. This evidence needs to be factored into a
reassessment of housing need in Solihull.

Affordable housing: There is an acknowledged unmet need for affordable housing in
the Borough. However, there is a policy requirement to provide affordable housing as
part of all qualifying developments. A site for 285 homes in a non-Green Belt location or
sequentially preferred location would yield an equivalent supply. There is no special
reason for using this site.

Sports Pitches need: Sports pitches do not have to be provided on this site. Indeed,
the Council has been collecting section 106 contributions towards the provision of a
Knowle / Dorridge sports hub, the delivery of which is included within the Council’s
Infrastructure Delivery Plan. This would include sports pitches. Provision could be
attractive to the Council and others as a budgetary cost saving or windfall development;
but there are measures to make provision elsewhere and no reason why provision here
would be very special.

Conclusion on very special circumstances: The circumstances advanced on behalf
of the applicant are not very special. Pitch provision, to a different concept, is the
subject of measures in hand by the Council. The provision of housing, including
affordable housing, would be provided at any suitable site. There is nothing special
about the circumstances at the application site.

Prematurity

Knowle, Dorridge and Bentley Heath has some 900 dwellings approved (including
windfalls) on multiple sites by different developers. This means that there is at least a
short- to medium-term supply. To this may be added recent approvals at Mell Square,
Gentleshaw Lane, Shirley and Balsall Common. There is a reasonable short-term supply
allowing some breathing space in which to plan properly.

With approvals for a further 1,100 dwellings likely to come through large applications,
and the current proposal, there is a real danger that these applications will prejudice the
outcome of the plan-making process, contrary to the NPPF at para 50 a). The
submission of so many speculative applications, all running in parallel, means that there
is no way of assessing the overall impacts of development and infrastructure
requirements as a whole. This is demonstrated by the fact that this application does not
take any account of cumulative impacts on KDBH.

The plan-making process is the only way that a cumulative assessment of impact on the
Borough’s Green Belt as well as KDBH wide impacts on matters such as education,
health and physical infrastructure needs can be properly assessed. The NPPF is
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committed to a plan-led approach and to ensuring that all necessary infrastructure needs
arising from new development is taken into account. What we have here is the opposite.

There is also a need to await the publication of the Council’'s Green Belt Assessment and
the determination of other Green Belt application currently in the pipeline.

Transport Assessment

The Transport Assessment assumes that 12% of journeys will be made by rail.

However, no distinction is made between those who would travel to and from Widney
Manor Station and those who would use Dorridge Station (with more frequent and faster
services). The accuracy of the model is limited in this respect.

It is noted that 30% of the generated traffic is expected to travel north, leaving the area
via Lady Byron Lane. However, there is no assessment of the Lady Byron Lane /
Tilehouse Green Lane / Browns Lane junction. This is an awkward junction with safety
and capacity implications. It should be the subject of full scrutiny and, potentially,
selective junction improvements including enhanced visibility to the east. The junction
of Lady Byron Lane with Warwick Road should also be considered.

With regard to the Widney Road / Browns Lane junction, the Transport Assessment
concludes that it is currently operating within capacity and would continue to do so in the
future with the proposed development. However, the junction assessment (Table 18)
shows that Browns Lane east in the 2032 + development scenario is showing a ratio of
flow to capacity (RFC) of 0.88. This is in circumstances where 0.85 is generally taken as
the threshold for practical operating capacity.

The Widney Road / Browns Lane junction is an awkward junction with safety and clear
capacity implications. It should be the subject of full scrutiny and, potentially, selective
junction improvements including enhanced visibility to the northwest.

The Widney Manor Road / Lovelace Avenue / Widney Lane crossroads is already the
subject of congestion and queuing during the morning and evening peaks as well as
safety issues (NB recent serious accident). It is not sufficient to say that the application
development will have less than a 5% impact. Any additional traffic is going to worsen
delays and safety at what is a relatively dangerous junction. The junction should be the
subject of further scrutiny with a view to improving capacity and safety.

A major concern is the conclusion that there are no committed developments in
proximity to the site. However, this ignores proposals at the Arden Triangle (x4),
Warwick Road (x2), Golden End Farms, Hampton Road (KN1) and Blue Lake Road. The
cumulative effects across KDBH are uncertain. They should be assessed as part of the
application proposals (notwithstanding guidance on what constitutes committed
development). Of particular concern is the Grove Road / Widney Road / Station Road
roundabout where delays and safety are a local issue. In the evening peak hour, traffic
is regularly queuing all the way back past Arden Academy.

The possible vehicular connection out onto Smiths Lane (and in off Browns Lane) would
no doubt convenience residents and relieve pressure on junctions. However, careful
design would be necessary given the speed of traffic on this narrow and well-used road
and, as with Browns Lane, the need to avoid the loss of trees and hedgerows in
providing visibility.
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In terms of walking and cycling, there are no proposals to improve infrastructure off-site.
The applicant should investigate and make provision for reasonable improvements to the
local network.

Bus stops: The bus stops for the A7 and A8 services (half-hourly, not every 15
minutes) are well in excess of minimum walking distances. At the very least, and within
the internal layout, better links than those shown on the illustrative development
framework will be needed to facilitate access to bus stops.

Travel Plan

The overarching aim of the Travel Plan is to reduce single occupancy vehicle trips by
10%. The proposed measures (in addition to external movement connections) are to
provide residents with travel information; promotion of national events; potential bike
user group; arrange cycling events; explore cycle training; and promote SMBC cycle
initiatives and training. It is inconceivable that these measures will bring about any
significant reduction in vehicle trips.

Affordable housing

In the event that permission is granted, a condition will be required to give effect to the
provisions of Neighbourhood Plan Policy H2 - occupation by households with a local
connection.

In the Planning Statement, the applicant says that the policy should be given limited
weight; it is not a provision that is included within the NPPF. This conclusion is flawed.
The policy was deemed to have appropriate regard to national policy as required under
the Basic Conditions relating to neighbourhood plans.

Statement of Community Consultation and Engagement

The Forum'’s response is supposed to be “accounted for” in the summary at para 5.3.12
of the Statement of Community Consultation and Engagement. However, there is no
reference in the analysis to the Forum’s concerns regarding:

¢ Green Belt assessment, methodology and purposes;
e the importance of the strategic gap; or
e the effect on the setting of Bentley Heath.

It can only be assumed that these matters have been ignored and that the proposals
were drawn up without consideration of such issues.

Playing pitches

Provision of playing pitches would no doubt be supported by many individuals and clubs.
However, provision here would conflict with (and prejudice) the Council’s strategy of
providing a sports hub with football pitches, 3G pitches, rugby union pitches and cricket
field.

In any event, the pitches would be in the wrong position. They should be located
southwest of the position shown, fronting Smiths Lane. In such a location, they would
protect the open space forming the strategic gap; and be in a position that would enable
better pitch drainage; and be easier to access. Maintenance of the facility also needs to
be considered and guaranteed.
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Conclusions

These representations describe a strategic gap between Solihull and Bentley Heath that
is open and undeveloped. It is a part of the Green Belt that fulfils strongly the purpose
of preventing the merger of neighbouring towns. The site proposed for development is
also central to the setting of Bentley Heath where the built-up urban edge can be
contrasted strongly with the flat and agricultural nature of the adjacent land. Green Belt
protection should be maintained.

Key points relating to refusal:

e The site makes a strong contribution to Green Belt purposes.
e The area is not grey belt.

e Development would fundamentally undermine the purposes (taken together) of
the remaining Green Belt across the plan area as a whole.

e The proposal would represent inappropriate development in the Green Belt.
e There are no very special circumstances.

e The development would harm the setting of Bentley Heath.

e The proposal prejudices the Local Plan process and is premature.

Matters that would require further consideration /negotiation:

e Cumulative development and the effect on identified and non-identified junctions.

e The design of vehicular egress onto Smiths Lane and entry off Browns Lane.

e Relocation of the sports pitches.

¢ Arrangements for the maintenance of the sports pitches in perpetuity.

¢ An internal layout providing for better access to bus stops.

¢ Investigation of and commitment to off-site footpath and cycletrack
improvements.

Matters that would need to be addressed in planning conditions:

e Give effect to Neighbourhood Plan Policy H2 - occupation by households with a
local connection.

KDBH Forum Planning Team
on behalf of Nigel Moore, Chair.

Dated: 25 February 2026



