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RESIDENTIAL EXTENSIONS 

AND REPLACEMENT DWELLINGS 

IN THE GREEN BELT

By Mrinalini Rajaratnam
Green Belts were introduced to contain urban sprawl. The role of the Green Belt in preventing the coalescence of towns would be defeated if large-scale development was permitted within the Green Belt. Green Belt policies have been influenced by two forces, the vision to retain predominantly rural open spaces while retaining the separate identity of settlements, and the need to accommodate local demand for homes and employment. Around 12% of England is now designated as Green Belt. 

Development in the Green Belt is controlled by government guidance which is contained in Planning Policy Guidance 2 and local policies formulated by local planning authorities.  Where there is a conflict between government guidance and local policy, the latter will take priority. The Courts have taken the view that local policy, having been through local scrutiny, reflects local need and, therefore, would be the fairer tool to control local development. 

Local policies will dictate how development is controlled within the Green Belt. It will prohibit development unless it is for certain specified purposes, permit limited infilling to close gaps where development is scattered or permit limited expansion over and above infilling.

There is a general presumption against inappropriate development within the Green Belt and such development will not be approved unless the applicant can satisfy the planning authority that there are very special circumstances which will outweigh the harm to the Green Belt.
A new residential building in the Green Belt would be considered “inappropriate”, unless it is for one of the prescribed purposes or is a replacement of an existing dwelling. The replacement dwelling should not be “materially larger” than the dwelling it replaces so as to erode the openness and rural character of the area. 

While there are strict controls in respect of new residential dwellings in the Green Belt, extensions to existing dwellings are allowed provided they are not “dis-proportionate” to the “original building”.

Whether an extension is acceptable will be based on its size, scale, design, materials and character. 

It is essential to refer to local planning policies to check what the planning authority for the area would consider as the “original dwelling” and what it considers as “disproportionate”. Some authorities take the view that the “original dwelling” is the building and domestic outbuildings as they existed on 1 July 1948. If no building existed on that date then the first dwelling and outbuildings built after that date (excluding any extensions after that date) would be considered to be the original dwelling. Some authorities take the view that the first replacement of a dwelling that existed before 1 July 1948 would be considered to be the original dwelling but not any extensions thereafter.   

Local policy will also stipulate whether the increase is to be calculated on the floor area or the bulk visible above the ground. An increase calculated on the increase in the floor area will take into consideration basements even though these are not visible. Some authorities will allow percentage increases while others take a more flexible approach, not necessarily helpful if a consistent approach is not adopted by the local planning authority. 

The government has provided the framework for the control of development in the Green Belt leaving local planning authorities to stipulate the details. 

For further advice and information, please contact Mrinalini Rajaratnam on 01727 738216 or via email on mr@dolegal.co.uk
This newsletter has been published as general information on the interpretation and application of the law and in accordance with our website Terms and Conditions. It does not necessarily stand on its own and should not be relied upon as advice. 
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