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4.0 Sustainability Appraisal 

Role of Sustainability Appraisals 

4.1 The National Planning Practice Guidance (NPPG) states that the role of 
Sustainability Appraisals (SA) “is to promote sustainable development by 
assessing the extent to which the emerging plan, when judged against 
reasonable alternatives, will help to achieve relevant environmental, 
economic and social objectives” (reference ID 11-001-20140306). 

4.2 The RTPI produced a Practice Advice Note in January 2018. It advises that 
the SA should “document how planning decisions have been made, and how 
they have been informed by environmental and sustainability concerns” 
(p.3). 

4.3 The advice is clear that the SA process is an iterative process that should 
be used to test the Plan at various stages in the process and that it should 
evaluate the likely effects of the Local Plan and alternatives.(NPPG 
reference ID 11-013-20140306). 

Reasonable Alternatives 

4.4 The Environmental Assessment of Plans and Programme of Regulations 
2004 Regulation 12 (2) (b) requires an environmental report "to identify, 
describe and evaluate the likely significant" environmental effects of 
implementing the plan, and of "reasonable alternatives taking into account 
the objectives and the geographical scope of the plan or programme". 

4.5 The case of Heard v Broadland DC [2012] EWHC 344 (Admin) grapples 
with this very issue. It references guidance provided by the European 
Commission, which states: 

In requiring the likely significant environmental effects of 
reasonable alternatives to be identified, described and evaluated…… 
The essential thing is that the likely significant effects of the plan or 
programme and the alternatives are identified, described and 
evaluated in a comparable way. It is essential that the authority or 
parliament responsible for the adoption of the plan or programme 
as well as the authorities and the public consulted, are presented 
with an accurate picture of what reasonable alternatives there are 
and why they are not considered to be the best option 

4.6 The judgement states at paragraph 10 that “Alternative areas for the same 
development are an obvious example” of reasonable alternatives. 

4.7 At paragraph 67 Mr Justice Ouseley takes the view that: 

“I accept that the plan-making process permits the broad options at 
stage one to be reduced or closed at the next stage, so that a 
preferred option or group of options emerges; there may then be a 
variety of narrower options about how they are progressed, and that 
that too may lead to a chosen course which may have itself further 
optional forms of implementation. It is not necessary to keep open all 
options for the same level of detailed examination at all stages. But if 
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what I have adumbrated is the process adopted, an outline of the 
reasons for the selection of the options to be taken forward for 
assessment at each of those stages is required, even if that is left to 
the final SA” 

4.8 Reference is also made to the case of Save Historic Newmarket Ltd v 
Forest Heath District Council [2011] EWHC 606 (Admin), Collins J, para 
40: 

“In my judgment, Mr Elvin is correct to submit that the final report 
accompanying the proposed Core Strategy to be put to the inspector 
was flawed. It was not possible for the consultees to know from it 
what were the reasons for rejecting any alternatives to the urban 
development where it was proposed or to know why the increase in 
the residential development made no difference. The previous  
reports did not properly give the necessary explanations and reasons 
and in any event were not sufficiently summarised nor were the 
relevant passages identified in the final report. There was thus a 
failure to comply with the requirements for the Directive and so  
relief must be given to the claimants.” 

4.9 The legal requirement, and case law, is clear that the assessment of 
reasonable alternatives must clearly identify what the reasonable 
alternatives are, why they were chosen, and then ultimately why they 
were not progressed. 

4.10 Turning to the SA of the Local Plan, consideration of reasonable 
alternatives is set out in Section 5 of the SA. 

4.11 Paragraph 5.4.1 identifies that in January 2016, a total of 38 Green Belt 
locations were identified by the Council as reasonable alternatives to be 
appraised through the SA process, a list then shortened to 15 in 2017. 

4.12 The reference to January 2016 is presumably to the document titled 
Chiltern and South Bucks LP Assessment of Reasonable Alternatives 
January 2016 (albeit with an incorrect title on the front page as it refers to 
the document as the SA of the Regulation 18 Plan, but the text within does 
not). 
2016 Sustainability Appraisal 

4.13 The 2016 SA document states (para 1.2.1) that it “specifically concentrates 
on the high level assessment of reasonable alternatives being considered as 
part of the planned consultation on the Local Plan”. 

4.14 Table 1.1. of that document lists 30 housing sites, whilst Table 1.2 lists 8 
employment sites. It is not clear, but it is presumed that these are the 38 
sites reference in paragraph 5.4.1 of the 2019 SA. 

4.15 The first issue with the 2016 SA document is that it is silent on how and 
why those sites were selected. The 38 sites correspond to those consulted 
upon in the Regulation 18 (Issues & Options) document but are not 
referenced as such – it is left to the reader to discover this. As identified 
above, the SA must clearly identify why those sites were chosen, instead  
of others. Chapter 2 of the 2016 SA document is titled methodology, but 
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only explains the process for assessing the chosen sites – it does not 
explain how the sites were selected. 

4.16 It is not clear from the SA process why other sites were discounted and 
not considered reasonable alternatives. Rather than assessing reasonable 
alternatives as the 2016 document purports to do, it is instead just a SA of 
the Issues & Options sites that are being consulted upon. 

4.17 The reference in paragraph 5.4.1 of the 2019 SA to the shortlist being 
revised to 15 sites in 2017 is presumably then a reference to the 
September 2017 SA of the Green Belt Preferred Options. 

2017 Sustainability Appraisal 

4.18 The 2017 SA does not appear to consider reasonable alternatives. 
Paragraph 3.1.5 states that the 2017 SA “represents the reasonable 
alternatives stage”, yet that is not backed up by the evidence or the 
approach taken by the Council. The SA is an Appraisal of the Council’s 
“Green Belt Preferred Options”. It is clearly, therefore, not an assessment 
of reasonable alternatives. 

4.19 Once more, the 2017 SA document is silent on how and why the sites 
assessed within it were chosen – the same limitation and flaw as the 2016 
version. It is not clear from the SA why the 15 sites were assessed and  
why no other reasonable alternatives were considered. 

2019 Sustainability Appraisal 

4.20 The 2019 SA states at paragraph 5.1.3 “Reasonable alternatives for the 
Local Plan have, to date, included quanta (i.e. housing numbers and 
employment floorspace) of development proposed, the spatial strategy 
for delivering this quanta, strategic site allocations, non-strategic site 
allocations and policies. The following sections of this report demonstrates 
when and where the Council considered reasonable alternatives in the plan 
making process ”. 

4.21 Paragraph 5.3.3 states that the spatial options were revisited by plan 
makers in 2019, with 4 options listed. None of the 4 options propose to 
meet the full housing need for the Districts. The Sustainability Appraisal 
does not consider the effects of meeting the full housing and 
economic needs of the District. 

4.22 It is reasonable for the SA to test, at a high level, a spatial option for the 
full needs to be met within the Districts, but it fails to do so. The SA is 
silent on the reasons why this was not even considered as an option, 
despite this being a reasonable alternative. 

4.23 In regard to Site Assessments, as well as the aforementioned paragraph 
5.4.1, paragraph 5.4.3 makes reference to a “recent round of reasonable 
alternatives (2019)” which identified a total of 37 Green Belt locations. 

4.24 Once again, like the previous iterations of the document, there is no 
information as to how and why these 37 sites have been selected. Some 
contain areas considered in the 2016 SA, whilst others are entirely new 
sites that have not been considered in previous iterations of the SA. 
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4.25 The document contains no justification, rationale, or even an explanation 
as to the process the Councils went through in identifying and selecting 
these 37 sites, and why other sites have been excluded. 

4.26 Table 5.3 lists the Green Belt locations identified by the Councils in 2019 
as reasonable alternatives. Whilst some of the sites considered at the 
Issues and Options stage of the Local Plan are included, some are not. 
Those sites were considered as reasonable alternatives in the 2016 
iteration of the SA, but not in the 2019. No justification is given for this 
change in approach and why the sites were removed from the list of 
reasonable alternatives. 

4.27 Taking the example of land south of Beaconsfield, that land is not 
considered as a reasonable alternative despite being identified as an area 
of search for both residential and employment needs at the Issues and 
Options Stage. The SA therefore fails to consider all reasonable 
alternatives. 

4.28 Paragraph 5.4.5 identifies that all HELAA sites have been assessed in the 
SA process, but that none have been assessed as reasonable alternatives. 
For the reasons set out in Section 6 of these representations, the HELAA 
process was flawed in that it excluded all non-previously developed land 
(pdl) Green Belt sites. As Green Belt is only one consideration, a 
reasonable alternative would be for the HELAA to consider non-pdl Green 
Belt sites. Once again, the SA fails to meet the necessary requirement. 

Unmet Needs 

4.29 Paragraph 5.2.2 of the 2019 SA states that alternatives to the housing 
number have not been calculated since the housing figure in the Local 
Plan corresponds with the national standard methodology. 

4.30 The NPPG advises (reference ID 2a-010- 20190220) that “there will be 
circumstances where it is appropriate to consider whether actual housing 
need is higher than the standard method indicates”. 

4.31 Such circumstances can include issues of unmet need from other 
Authorities. 

4.32 Slough Borough Council has asked the Councils to help meet its unmet 
need, whilst the pressing issues of unmet need from London will also lead 
to the Councils having to consider whether they are capable of 
accommodating that need. 

4.33 The Evidence Base includes a joint growth study for the expansion of 
Slough into South Bucks. The fact that a joint study exists demonstrates 
that consideration of this aspect is a reasonable alternative for the SA to 
consider. However, it fails to do so and therefore again fails to meet this 
requirement. 

Conclusions on the SA Process 

4.34 For the reasons set out above and summarised below, the Sustainability 
Appraisal fails to meet the relevant legal requirements and requires 
further work and revision in order to be legally compliant and comply 


