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21/03166/P | Land West Of Silbury Road Bristol (Ashton Vale Fields) 

Application for Outline Planning Permission With Some Matters Reserved - for 
phased residential-led development including affordable homes and 
commercial/community floorspace (Use Classes E and F.2), amenity green spaces; 
natural and semi-natural greenspace; provision of associated infrastructure 
including footpaths/cycleways and new vehicular and emergency accesses; and 
provision of associated engineering and landscaping work including SUDs. Approval 
sought for access with all other matter reserved. 

The Bristol Tree Forum cannot support this application. 

Summary 

Bristol has declared climate and ecological emergencies and pledged to become carbon neutral 

by 2030 and to double tree canopy cover by 2046. But all this is meaningless unless we take 

every opportunity we can to deal with these emergencies and achieve these pledges – now, and 

in specific ways. These opportunities must not be missed just because it might be difficult or 

do not fit with the developer’s vision or with other short-term goals. 

This 10.26 hectare site, known as Ashton Vale Fields, on the edge of Bedminster, is located on 

Green Belt land and contains part of the Ashton Vale Fields SNCI1. The site is also part of the 

Bristol Wildlife Network2. The Ashton Vale Town and Village Green lies just to the south3. 

The applicant’s outline proposal (subject to full, detailed approval) will result in a loss of 28 of 

the 88 trees growing on the site, with their associated ecoservices, habitat and tree canopy. 

As currently formulated, this application fails to achieve sufficient biodiversity net gain:4 on 

the contrary, it will result in a net biodiversity loss of -16.59%, which the onsite habitat 

creation and enhancement proposed cannot replace. 

Given that this is an outline application, we say that no final decision should be made about 

 
1 
https://maps.bristol.gov.uk/pinpoint/?service=localinfo&maptype=js&layer=Neighbouring+authorities;Wildlife+Cor
ridors;Sites+of+Nature+Conservation+Interest&extent=1906.1944373889128&x=356197.2139915669&y=170577.2860
642112 - Sites of Nature Conservation Interest (SNCIs) are sites which contain features of substantive nature 
conservation value at a local level. 
2 
https://maps.bristol.gov.uk/pinpoint/?service=localinfo&maptype=js&layer=Neighbouring+authorities;Wildlife+Cor
ridors&extent=1906.1944373889128&x=356231.74218562327&y=170867.79914523734- Wildlife Corridors are 
designated on the basis that they serve to buffer an SNCI or contribute to a green corridor connecting SNCIs. They 
receive a certain level of protection through local plan policy. 
3 
https://maps.bristol.gov.uk/pinpoint/?service=localinfo&maptype=js&layer=Neighbouring+authorities;Common+La
nd+and+Village+Greens&extent=1906.1944373889128&x=356130.5388582166&y=170592.7642201675 
4 We are using the Biodiversity Metric 3.0 calculator recently published by Natural England - 
http://nepubprod.appspot.com/publication/6049804846366720 

https://bristoltreeforum.org/
https://maps.bristol.gov.uk/pinpoint/?service=localinfo&maptype=js&layer=Neighbouring+authorities;Wildlife+Corridors;Sites+of+Nature+Conservation+Interest&extent=1906.1944373889128&x=356197.2139915669&y=170577.2860642112%20
https://maps.bristol.gov.uk/pinpoint/?service=localinfo&maptype=js&layer=Neighbouring+authorities;Wildlife+Corridors;Sites+of+Nature+Conservation+Interest&extent=1906.1944373889128&x=356197.2139915669&y=170577.2860642112%20
https://maps.bristol.gov.uk/pinpoint/?service=localinfo&maptype=js&layer=Neighbouring+authorities;Wildlife+Corridors;Sites+of+Nature+Conservation+Interest&extent=1906.1944373889128&x=356197.2139915669&y=170577.2860642112%20
https://maps.bristol.gov.uk/pinpoint/?service=localinfo&maptype=js&layer=Neighbouring+authorities;Wildlife+Corridors&extent=1906.1944373889128&x=356231.74218562327&y=170867.79914523734
https://maps.bristol.gov.uk/pinpoint/?service=localinfo&maptype=js&layer=Neighbouring+authorities;Wildlife+Corridors&extent=1906.1944373889128&x=356231.74218562327&y=170867.79914523734
https://maps.bristol.gov.uk/pinpoint/?service=localinfo&maptype=js&layer=Neighbouring+authorities;Common+Land+and+Village+Greens&extent=1906.1944373889128&x=356130.5388582166&y=170592.7642201675
https://maps.bristol.gov.uk/pinpoint/?service=localinfo&maptype=js&layer=Neighbouring+authorities;Common+Land+and+Village+Greens&extent=1906.1944373889128&x=356130.5388582166&y=170592.7642201675
http://nepubprod.appspot.com/publication/6049804846366720
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biodiversity net gain unless and until a full planning application is made. 

Given the shortage of green spaces available across the city - especially Green Belt land5 and 

land which forms an important part of Bristol’s wildlife network and contains an SNCI, we say 

that this site should be protected from future development and designated instead for habitat 

and biodiversity enhancement. Sensitive and appropriate tree planting (with community 

involvement) on the site could also go some way to helping us achieve our target to double 

Bristol’s tree canopy over the next 25 years as well has helping to mitigate the impacts of the 

climate and ecological emergencies. 

Finally, it is hard to imagine how covering the site in buildings and related infrastructure (let 

alone using the application to enhance the site’s value in order to fund another development 

project) could ever be considered to be ‘very special circumstances’ which justified the 

removal of the site’s Green Belt status. 

The planning context 

The National Planning Policy Framework (the Framework), the Mitigation Hierarchy and Bristol’s 

core planning policy, BCS9 – Green Infrastructure and DM15: Green Infrastructure Provision, are 

the basis on which these goals may be achieved within the planning context now. This is the 

case whether or not the Environment Bill has been enacted by the time this application is 

decided. 

The National Planning Policy Framework 

The Framework seeks to ensure that new development is sustainable. It stresses the importance 

of green Infrastructure as one of three overarching, interdependent objectives – economic, 

social and environmental. This means that sustainable environmental development is no less 

important than the economic and social development objectives.  

The whole emphasis of the environmental objective has changed to become much more 

imperative with the publication of the latest version of the Framework last July. It now reads 

(previous wording struck out, new wording in blue): 

an environmental objective – to contribute to protecting protect and enhancing enhance 

our natural, built and historic environment; including making effective use of land, 

helping to improve improving biodiversity, using natural resources prudently, minimising 

waste and pollution, and mitigating and adapting to climate change, including moving to 

a low carbon economy. 

Furthermore, with the introduction of a new paragraph 131, trees are made an integral part of 

this: 

Trees make an important contribution to the character and quality of urban 

environments, and can also help mitigate and adapt to climate change. Planning 

 
5 Just 8% of the 11,000 hectares that comprise Bristol. 

https://bristoltreeforum.org/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/810197/NPPF_Feb_2019_revised.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/810197/NPPF_Feb_2019_revised.pdf
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policies and decisions should ensure that new streets are tree-lined50, that 

opportunities are taken to incorporate trees elsewhere in developments (such as 

parks and community orchards), that appropriate measures are in place to secure 

the long-term maintenance of newly-planted trees, and that existing trees are 

retained wherever possible. Applicants and local planning authorities should work 

with highways officers and tree officers to ensure that the right trees are planted 

in the right places, and solutions are found that are compatible with highways 

standards and the needs of different users. 

The status of habitat and biodiversity has also been given greater emphasis. Paragraph 181 c) 

now makes it clear that (previous wording struck out, new wording in blue): 

development whose primary objective is to conserve or enhance biodiversity should be 

supported; while opportunities to incorporate improve biodiversity improvements in and 

around developments should be encouraged integrated as part of their design, especially 

where this can secure measurable net gains for biodiversity or enhance public access to 

nature where this is appropriate. 

With the recent publication of Biodiversity Metric 3.0, (BM3.0), a new way of measuring and 

accounting for biodiversity losses and gains resulting from development or land management 

change has been adopted. The biodiversity metric defines Net Gain as an: 

… approach to development that aims to leave the natural environment in a measurably 

better state than beforehand. This means protecting existing habitats and ensuring that 

lost or degraded environmental features are compensated for by restoring or creating 

environmental features that are of greater value to wildlife and people. It does not 

change the fact that losses should be avoided where possible, a key part of adhering to 

a core environmental planning principle called the mitigation hierarchy. 

Green Belt Land 

Section 13 of the Framework – protecting Green Belt Land – states at paragraphs 137 

& 138: 

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. 

Green Belt serves five purposes:  

a) to check the unrestricted sprawl of large built-up areas;  

b) to prevent neighbouring towns merging into one another;  

c) to assist in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment;  

d) to preserve the setting and special character of historic towns; and  

e) to assist in urban regeneration, by encouraging the recycling of derelict and other 

https://bristoltreeforum.org/
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urban land.  

Under Proposals affecting the Green Belt, at paragraphs 147 & 148 it states: 

Inappropriate development is, by definition, harmful to the Green Belt and should not 

be approved except in very special circumstances. 

When considering any planning application, local planning authorities should ensure that 

substantial weight is given to any harm to the Green Belt. ‘Very special circumstances’ 

will not exist unless the potential harm to the Green Belt by reason of inappropriateness, 

and any other harm resulting from the proposal, is clearly outweighed by other 

considerations.  

The Mitigation Hierarchy 

Ideally, development should always be planned around existing trees. This is because an 

established tree that is retained offers far more benefits and ecoservices than newly planted 

trees (no matter how many are planted), whose potential will take decades to be realised, if 

indeed it ever is. 

The mitigation hierarchy provides a cascading decision process: only if the preceding choice is 

unavailable is the next one considered. 

1. Avoid - Where possible, habitat damage should be avoided. 

2. Minimise - Where possible, habitat damage and loss should be minimised. 

3. Remediate - Where possible, any damage or lost habitat should be restored. 

4. Compensate - As a last resort, damaged or lost habitat should be compensated for. 

Local planning policies 

Local Planning Authorities have a duty to consider both the protection and planting of trees 

when considering planning applications. The potential impact of development on all trees is 

therefore a material consideration. These are the key planning policies which relate to this 

application.6 

BCS6 – Green Belt 

This states that ‘Countryside and other open land around the existing built-up areas of the 

city will be safeguarded by maintaining the current extent of the Green Belt. … Land within the 

Green Belt will be protected from inappropriate development as set out in national planning 

policy [the Framework].’ 

BCS9 – Green Infrastructure 

BCS9 states that ‘Individual green assets should be retained wherever possible and integrated 

 
6 https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34540/Core+Strategy+WEB+PDF+(low+res+with+links)_0.pdf 

https://bristoltreeforum.org/
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34540/Core+Strategy+WEB+PDF+(low+res+with+links)_0.pdf
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into new development.’ 

Where habitat damage cannot be avoided (which we would dispute) BTRS and the Biodiversity 

Metric are two tools which the planning authority can use to ensure that: 

• the integrity and connectivity of the strategic green infrastructure network will be 

maintained, protected and enhanced. 

• opportunities to extend the coverage and connectivity of the existing strategic green 

infrastructure network are taken. 

• individual green assets are retained wherever possible and integrated into new 

development. 

• appropriate mitigation of the lost green infrastructure assets is required. 

• development should incorporate new and/or enhanced green infrastructure of an 

appropriate type, standard and size. 

• where on-site provision of green infrastructure is not possible, contributions will be sought 

to make appropriate provision for green infrastructure off site. 

DM15: Green Infrastructure Provision 

The provision of additional and/or improved management of existing trees will be expected as 

part of the landscape treatment of new development. The design, size, species and placement 

of trees provided as part of the landscape treatment will be expected to take practicable 

opportunities to:  

• connect the development site to the Strategic Green Infrastructure Network, and/or 

Bristol Wildlife Network  

• assist in reducing or mitigating run-off and flood risk on the development site  

• assist in providing shade and shelter to address urban cooling  

• create a strong framework of street trees to enclose or mitigate the visual impact of a 

development. 

We have set out Bristol’s planning policies as they relate to trees in more detail here - Planning 

obligations in relation to trees in Bristol. 

Site tree survey analysis 

The applicant has produced an Arboricultural Impact Assessment (AIA) which is based 

on a survey undertaken in accordance with BS 5837:2012 on 11 March 2021. 

The AIA identifies 178 trees growing individually and in groups on and around the site. 

We estimate that about 88 of these are growing on the development site. Of these 88 

trees, it is proposed that 28 will be removed. 

https://bristoltreeforum.org/
https://bristoltreeforum.files.wordpress.com/2020/07/planning-obligations-in-relation-to-trees-in-bristol-2.pdf
https://bristoltreeforum.files.wordpress.com/2020/07/planning-obligations-in-relation-to-trees-in-bristol-2.pdf
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The application of BTRS 

Applying the Planning Policy DM17 Bristol Tree Replacement Standard (BTRS)7, we 

calculate that 19 compensatory trees will be required. As the applicant plans to plant 

some 236 trees on site,8 we do not anticipate that any off site planting will be required. 

Biodiversity Net Gain 

We do not take issue with the applicant’s biodiversity metric habitat creation and 

enhancement plans. However, we don’t accept their baseline calculation for urban 

trees or the version of the metric they have applied.  

The applicant has adopted the now superseded version of the Metric, version 2.0 

(BM2.0). which the Council accepts for all applications pending even though the latest 

version of BM3.0 has now been published. We disagree and say that the latest version 

should be used, for the following reasons: 

1. The recent changes to the Framework, together with emerging government policy and 

recent publicity about the threats to biodiversity (for example, the Biodiversity in the UK: 

bloom or bust report by the parliamentary Environmental Audit Committee9) make this an 

imperative. 

2. Natural England states that BM3.0 ‘…will become the metric used to calculate and 

evidence whether a project has achieved the biodiversity net gain requirements set out in 

the Environment Bill … Metric 3.0 updates and replaces an earlier beta test version released 

for consultation in 2019 … Metric 3.0 significantly updates and improves that earlier metric 

… Condition assessment approaches have also been significantly updated and simplified for 

Metric 3.0 and some key changes mad e… all habitats, from street trees to woodlands, 

green roofs to grasslands are recorded, scored and valued for their importance for wildlife. 

At the same time, it provides an evidence-based, transparent, consistent and easy to use 

way of ensuring that nature is considered within the design of developments and in land 

management practice, leaving nature in a better place than it was before, benefitting 

wildlife, people and places.’.10 

3. Biodiversity Metric 2.0 (BM2.0) was only ever issued as a beta test version to allow wider 

public consultation before the final version was published. This has now happened with the 

 
7 Policy DM17: Development Involving Existing Green Infrastructure - 
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34540/BD5605%20Site%20Allocations_MAIN_text%20V8_0.pdf/46c75
ec0-634e-4f78-a00f-7f6c3cb68398 - page 36. 

8 We have assumed that the trees will be Medium-sized trees each with a Root Protection Area on 0.004072 ha. 

 
9 https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6498/documents/70656/default/ 
10 https:/naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2021/07/21/biodiversity-metric-3-0-a-milestone-moment-for-biodiversity-
net-gain/ 

https://bristoltreeforum.org/
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34540/BD5605%20Site%20Allocations_MAIN_text%20V8_0.pdf/46c75ec0-634e-4f78-a00f-7f6c3cb68398
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34540/BD5605%20Site%20Allocations_MAIN_text%20V8_0.pdf/46c75ec0-634e-4f78-a00f-7f6c3cb68398
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6498/documents/70656/default/
https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2021/07/21/biodiversity-metric-3-0-a-milestone-moment-for-biodiversity-net-gain/
https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2021/07/21/biodiversity-metric-3-0-a-milestone-moment-for-biodiversity-net-gain/
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publication of BM3.0 on 7 July. 

4. BM3.0 introduces a number of improvements and corrects some issues associated with 

BM2.0. 

5. The BM2.0 Urban – Street Tree habitat has been abandoned with the publication of BM3.0. 

A new, combined Urban Tree habitat replaces both it and the other previous urban tree 

habitats. 

6. There is now a definition of an Urban Tree habitat in BM3.0. There was none for Urban 

Street Tree habitats in BM2.0. 

7. The new Urban Tree habitat category now gives proper weight to urban trees. 

8. BM 3.0 will be the metric that underpins the Environment Bill’s provisions for mandatory 

biodiversity net gain in England. 

9. If BM2.0 is used instead of BM3.0 to avoid proper mitigation of habitat loss, this should be 

rejected on principle, especially bearing in mind recent changes to the Framework, the 

proposals set out in the Environment Bill, and the declarations made and goals set by Bristol 

City Council. 

Whichever version of the biodiversity metric is used, the method for calculating the 

habitat area of urban trees is controversial. We say the current approach is unworkable 

when valuing baseline urban tree habitats (see Annex 1) because it seriously 

undervalues the habitat of the trees on the site by about 69% of the reported combined 

onsite Root Protection Areas (RPA). 

We have used the full estimated combined onsite RPA of 3,722 square metres (0.3722 

hectares) in our calculation and allowed for the retention of 390 square metres (0.039 

hectares) of tree RPA on site. We have assigned this habitat a Moderate condition and 

used the same strategic significance assignment the applicant has used - Location 

ecologically desirable but not in local strategy. 

We have allowed for 235 small trees to be included in the onsite habitat creation, which 

will provide the 0.96 hectares of new tree habitat the applicant applies. 

All the other habitat areas used by the applicant remain unaltered and are as proposed 

save that we have factored in a delay of three years between the loss of habitat and 

its replacement. On this basis we calculate that the overall net loss will be -16.59% as 

summarised here: 

https://bristoltreeforum.org/
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Our Biodiversity Metric 3.0 calculation is available here - BTF calculation.  

The Council currently accepts zero net gain or better, although, when the Environment 

Bill becomes law, a net gain of at least 10% will be required. 

On the basis of our calculation, it is clear that the current proposals fail to achieve 

either of these goals when the true habitat value of urban trees is input. 

However, given that this is an outline application, we say that no final decision should be made 

about biodiversity net gain unless and until a full planning application is made. If the application 

is approved then a planning condition should be imposed requiring a new biodiversity net gain 

calculation. 

Bristol Tree Forum 

23 August 2021 

  

https://bristoltreeforum.org/
https://bristoltreeforum.files.wordpress.com/2021/08/btf-land-to-the-west-of-silbury-rd-biodiversity-metric-3.0-calculation-tool.xlsx
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Annex 1 

Why calculating the habitat area of urban trees does not work 

Under both of the Biodiversity Metrics (2.0 & 3.0), the way that trees are sized is based 

on this table (this version is taken from the guidance to BM3.011, but it also applies to 

BM2.012): 

 

In our view, this table is unworkable when valuing baseline urban tree habitats. It gives 

neither guidance nor any logical method for interpreting it such that a given tree with 

a given stem diameter can be assigned to one or other of the three tree-size categories. 

We say that Root Protection Areas (RPAs) or, even better, tree canopy cover (TCC) offer 

a far better approach than assigning trees to these three arbitrary categories. RPA and 

TCC values are reported in the AIA, or can be calculated from the AIA, for each tree. 

This approach better represents the actual habitat areas of urban trees and does not 

run the risk of undervaluing urban tree habitat that this tables does. However, we 

accept that we must make the best of what we have for the time being. 

With this in mind, we have adopted a compromise methodology. This assumes that the 

small, medium and large stem diameters given are the median points in three evenly 

distributed tree populations, and will change from Small to Medium at 20 cm and from 

Medium to Large at 40 cm. 

Of course, large trees are effectively unbounded in their upper range so this population 

is not really evenly distributed – the larger a tree is the more it will be undervalued. 

Most of the trees on the development site have been undervalued as a result. If (as we 

have seen done elsewhere) the step changes are set at 30 cm – Small to Medium – and 

50 cm – Medium to Large – then this undervaluation is even larger. 

 
11 Biodiversity Metric 3.0 User Guide 
12 Save that here the title of the second column is wrong. It should read ‘Girth [circumference] at Breast Height (cm)’. 

https://bristoltreeforum.org/
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Why should urban trees suffer such an arbitrary discount when no other habitat used by 

BM3.0 does? It makes no sense. 

This graph shows the impact of adopting even this compromise approach: 
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