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Strategic 
Area 

A 

Location 
Map 

 

Sub-
regional 
Context 

Strategic Area A forms part of a narrow and fragmented band of Green Belt which 
closely abuts the edge of south-west London.  This strategically important arc of 
green spaces can be traced from Heathrow Airport through to Epsom and provides 
a narrow break between the built-form of outer London and the Surrey towns of 
Ashford, Sunbury-on-Thames (Spelthorne), Walton-on-Thames / Hersham, Esher 
and Claygate (Elmbridge). In some cases, the outer London suburbs constitute 
areas both within the London boundaries and settlements outside which have 
coalesced; one example is Surbiton (RB Kingston), which has coalesced with 
Molesey and Thames Ditton (Elmbridge). In the northern part of the Area, a 
continuous swathe of Green Belt (although very narrow in places) continues to 
separate London from Surrey (Ashford and Sunbury-on-Thames, Spelthorne). The 
Heathrow site extends some way out into the Green Belt, limiting the northern 
extent of this arc.  
 
As a result of rapid and weakly controlled development during the late 19th and 
early part of the 20th centuries, this network of Green Belt is narrow and frequently 
punctuated by areas of built-form. Much of the openness that remains is 
maintained by man-made lakes and reservoirs located around the Thames Valley 
(some of which are the result of historic sand and gravel extraction), water 
treatment works, a gas works and various small-scale park areas.  Despite its 
fragmentation, it is the only remaining open / undeveloped area preventing the 
coalescence of Greater London with Surrey.   
 



 

At a high level, Strategic Area A, as part of this broad sub-regional network, is likely 
to meet Green Belt Purposes 1 and 2 of the NPPF strongly, acting to restrict the 
further sprawl of the Greater London built-up area and prevent the coalescence of 
the Greater London built-up area with other distinct towns in Surrey as well as 
acting to maintain separation between the Surrey towns themselves.   
 

Spelthorne 
Context 

Within Spelthorne, this narrow corridor of Green Belt in the north-east of the 
Borough prevents coalescence between the Greater London built-up area and 
settlements at the north-eastern edge of the Borough.   
 
Historic maps illustrate that, as of the late 18th century, Ashford, Ashford Common, 
Stanwell and West Bedfont were individual small villages set in open countryside, 
with the village of East Bedfont and the larger town of Feltham some distance to 
the east.  However, as a result of rapid suburbanisation in the first half of the 19th 
century, these settlements expanded outwards and the open gaps between them 
were reduced substantially. This narrow gap, no wider than a single playing field in 
some locations, separates Stanwell, Ashford and Sunbury-on-Thames from 
Greater London, specifically East Bedfont, Feltham, Hanworth and Hampton. 
 
Taken as a whole, this area of Green Belt fulfils Purposes 1 and 2 strongly, playing 
an essential role in preventing the outward sprawl of both Greater London and the 
large built-up area of Ashford / Sunbury-on-Thames / Stanwell, and maintaining the 
essential gap between these settlements. As a result of its more fragmented 
openness and the prevalence of man-made uses, the area as a whole scores less 
strongly against Purpose 3. 
 

Character The northern part of the Strategic Area, which overlaps Spelthorne and the 
adjacent London Borough of Hounslow, falls within the influence of the River 
Thames and its tributaries. It is characterised by a very diverse landscape, 
generally dominated by hydrological features, which has seen substantial change 
throughout the 18th and 19th centuries as a result of surrounding urbanising 
pressures. 
 
This part of the Strategic Area is low lying and relatively flat, forming the wider flood 
plain of the River Thames and its tributaries. Historically, the Thames floodplain 
consisted of agriculture, meadows and market gardens. Remnants of these 
features remain scattered across the Strategic Area. In particular, pockets of 
agriculture are prevalent to the east of Stanwell and to the north of Sunbury-on-
Thames. However, the natural character of this area has gradually been 
compromised by urban influences.1  
 
This urban feel is prevalent across much of the Strategic Area, partially as a result 
of the proximity and density of surrounding development, which contributes to a 
limited sense of remoteness and rurality; in some cases, this is also down to the 
general prevalence of land uses more associated with the urban fringes. These are 
dispersed throughout much of the area, and include: Kempton Park Racecourse; 
various urban managed parks, sports clubs and playing fields; Princes Lakes, an 
area of man-made water bodies formed from former gravel workings; and small 
industrial units and storage sites.2  While the Strategic Area together can be viewed 
as a network of open spaces within an urban context, the dense road and rail 
network throughout serves to compartmentalise the area into smaller pockets, 
creates a feeling of ‘patchiness’.  

                                                           

1 National Character Area profile: Thames Valley. Natural England, 2012 
2 Surrey Landscape Character Assessment: Spelthorne Borough. hda, 2015. 



 

Function In previous centuries, the primary function of the Strategic Area was as London’s 
‘bread basket’, with agriculture, market gardening and meadows contributing to the 
city’s supply of fresh produce. However, relentless development in the early part of 
the 20th century has placed pressure on this traditional function and brought the 
Strategic Area more under the influence of the urban area. The vast majority of the 
area functions as ‘urban fringe’, interspersed with light industry and utilities (for 
example, waterworks to the east of Sunbury, or industrial sites around Stanwell) 
isolated residential properties, farmsteads (now often repurposed for industry) and 
schools. Much also serves a recreational function, providing vital pockets of open 
land for exercise and enjoyment, including Kempton Park Racecourse and various 
sports and recreation grounds. Open land is, in general, poorly maintained, though 
there are several examples of former industrial sites being restored and repurposed 
(for example, Princes Lakes, albeit not currently used for recreational purposes). 
 

Summary  Strategic Area A is part of a narrow but essential arc of Green Belt preventing the 
sprawl of the Greater London built-up area and its coalescence with towns in 
Surrey.  It has been subject to urbanising influences, particularly the low-lying 
Thames Valley area around Spelthorne and Hounslow, and its openness is 
relatively fragmented by industrial and utilities developments.   
 
At the strategic level, the Strategic Area plays an important role in meeting the 
fundamental aim of Green Belt policy to prevent urban sprawl, in this case, the 
sprawl of London, by keeping land permanently open. Assessment of the Strategic 
Area against the relevant NPPF Purposes is as follows: 
 

- Purpose 1 – Meets the Purpose very strongly by acting as an important 
barrier to potential sprawl from the Greater London built-up area (including 
Feltham and Hampton) and a number of large built-up areas within Surrey 
(Ashford / Sunbury-on-Thames / Stanwell) 

- Purpose 2 – Meets the Purpose very strongly by establishing important 
gaps between Greater London and a number of Surrey towns.  

- Purpose 3 – Meets the Purpose weakly due to the fragmented nature of 
the Green Belt and the prevalence of man-made/utilities uses. 

 
Sensitivity 
to Change 

The importance of the Strategic Area as part of a wider Green Belt network must 
be acknowledged. Within Spelthorne, while much of the Green Belt would be 
sensitive to change as a result of its overall narrow scale and ‘patchiness’, there 
may be some isolated parts of the Green Belt which are less sensitive to change. 
 

 



Strategic 
Area 

B 

Location 
Map 

 

Sub-
regional 
Context 

Strategic Area B forms part of a wide Green Belt buffer which broadly maintains 
separation between a series of distinct towns and villages in Surrey, Berkshire and 
Buckinghamshire, as well as the outer-most fringes of London around Hillingdon. 
The coherence and continuity of the Green Belt is highly variable, with some fairly 
sizeable swathes of relatively open land (for example, between Weybridge in 
Elmbridge and Ashtead in Mole Valley, and between Staines-upon-Thames in 
Spelthorne and Slough) but also significant fragmentation around settlements. In 
particular, this broad arc of Green Belt provides a series of narrow gaps between 
towns in Spelthorne, Elmbridge, Runnymede and Woking, as well as Mole Valley 
and Epsom and Ewell, thus maintaining the settlement pattern. 
 
Within this strategic arc, there is significant contrast in both landscape and 
functional terms. The northern part sits within the Thames Valley, encompassing 
the wider Thames Basin, and is heavily influenced by the River Thames and its 
tributaries, as well as a network of lakes and man-made reservoirs stretching from 
Slough southwards through the boroughs of Slough, Windsor and Maidenhead, 
Spelthorne and Runnymede. Natural England describe these as ‘important areas 
for wildlife and recreation in an essentially urban landscape’[1]. The landscape is 
predominantly low lying and flat, with irregular patterns of pastures and paddocks, 
arable fields and horticulture, as well as man-made developments such as light 
industry and recreational uses such as golf. The urbanising influence of London is 
particularly prevalent in the north of the Strategic Area, with a relatively high 
concentration of ribbon or other piecemeal development within the Green Belt. 

                                                           
[1] National Character Area 115 – Thames Valley: Summary, Natural England, 2012 



South and east of Weybridge, the landscape becomes increasingly undulating and 
more unspoilt, characterised by arable fields and woodlands, many of which were 
(and still remain) part of large country estates, for example, Oatlands Park near 
Weybridge.  
 
This significant arc of Green Belt, which encompasses Strategic Area B, is overall 
particularly important to NPPF Purpose 2, preventing a series of neighbouring 
towns from merging. It also marks the transition from the more piecemeal, semi-
urban Green Belt areas around and in close proximity to the fringes of the Greater 
London large built-up area, to the wider open countryside beyond and thus is likely 
to serve Purpose 3 to varying extents. Given the significant variation in the 
characteristics of the Green Belt here, local factors will have a major influence on 
the sensitivity of different sub-areas to change. 
 

Spelthorne 
Context 

Within Spelthorne, the Strategic Area plays an important role in preventing the 
further westward sprawl of the Ashford / Stanwell / Sunbury-on-Thames large built 
up area, as well as the outward growth of Staines-upon-Thames / Egham. 
 
The Strategic Area also maintains a number of narrow gaps between settlements, 
specifically between: Staines-upon-Thames / Laleham and Ashford / Sunbury-on-
Thames / Stanwell; between the cluster of settlements in the south-east of the 
Borough, comprising Littleton, Shepperton and the Hallifords; and between this 
cluster and Sunbury-on-Thames and Walton-on-Thames (Elmbridge). It also 
maintains the wider swathes of Green Belt which lie between Staines-upon-
Thames, Stanwell and settlements in the adjacent RB Windsor and Maidenhead 
and Slough, and the broader area separating Shepperton and Littleton from 
settlements in Runneymede, namely Chertsey and Addlestone.  
 
Historic maps illustrate contrasts in how settlements around the Strategic Area 
have expanded over time, and the consequential impact on the settlement pattern 
and general integrity of the countryside. While those settlements along the primary 
London arterial routes (London Road / Staines Road (A30) and Kingston Road 
(A308)) saw substantial expansion during the early 20th century, the network of 
smaller settlements to the south-west and north-west of the Borough witnessed 
more limited growth and much of the surrounding Green Belt here retains a similar 
scale and morphology as the countryside illustrated in maps of the mid-19th century. 
While these areas have been radically transformed functionally as a result of 
mineral and aggregate working and reservoir construction of the 20th century, they 
continue to maintain a degree of openness and remoteness which is less prevalent 
through the more urban east-west corridor between Staines-upon-Thames, and 
Sunbury-on-Thames and Ashford. 
 
At a broad level, within Spelthorne this area of Green Belt: performs strongly 
against Purpose 1, preventing the outward sprawl of the large built-up areas of 
Ashford / Stanwell / Sunbury-on-Thames and Staines-upon-Thames; performs 
strongly against Purpose 2, preventing the coalescence of a network of closely 
located settlements; and performs moderately against Purpose 3, preventing 
encroachment into some relatively unspoilt areas of countryside, predominantly in 
the south-west and north-west of the Borough.  
  

Character Physically, Strategic Area B comprises two broad swathes of Green Belt, located in 
the north-west and south-west of the Borough, connected by a narrow strip 
between Staines-upon-Thames and Ashford. These larger swathes are integrated 
into the wider countryside through strong physical connections westwards towards 
the Green Belt in Runnymede, RB Windsor and Maidenhead and Slough. Broadly, 
areas are similarly characterised by a mixture of different land uses. 
 
Much of the Strategic Area is dominated by hydrological features. Smaller open 
waterbodies, generally the product of aggregate workings, dominate much of the 
landscape – examples include: Church Lammas Lakes, north of Staines-upon-



Thames; Halliford Mere; and a cluster of lakes to the south of Shepperton Green. 
These maintain a sense of tranquillity, but equally are a valuable recreational 
resource for urban-dwellers, including for open swimming, watersports and fishing. 
The area is also characterised by a series of reservoirs, including the Queen Mary 
Reservoir, Staines Reservoirs, King George VI Reservoir and Wraysbury Reservoir; 
part of a wider network of man-made storage reservoirs to the west and south-west 
of London. These are large, raised reservoirs surrounded by embankments which 
tend to dominate the low-rise skyline but also screen built up areas, creating a 
sense of separation between settlements. 
 
Historically, the Thames floodplain was dominated by agriculture, meadows and 
market gardens. While such uses are less prevalent today as a result of 
development pressures, glimpses of these previous functions can be found across 
the Strategic Area. Occasional arable and grazed pasture fields are interspersed 
throughout, with a particular concentration in the south-west of the Borough around 
the Hallifords, Shepperton and Laleham. This area generally has a more rural, 
unspoilt character, though even here these historic land-uses are fragmented.  
 
A dominant feature throughout much of the Strategic Area is the River Thames, 
which runs south from Staines-upon-Thames to Shepperton, and then eastwards 
towards Walton-on-Thames (Elmbridge) and Sunbury-on-Thames. This substantial 
hydrological features meanders through the predominantly flat landscape and 
maintains a strong sense of openness, both the channel itself, the network of 
islands along the channel and, often, the land immediately surrounding it. However, 
it is also worth noting that the River Thames has long since been a magnet for 
riverside homes, and substantial lengths of the river are characterised by ‘plotland’ 
houses, which often generate a sense of enclosure and visual separation from the 
wider surrounding countryside. These dwellings are common on both sides of the 
river, and are most prevalent around Staines-upon-Thames / Egham Hythe 
(Runnymede), Pharaoh’s and Hamhaugh Islands, and Shepperton / Lower 
Halliford. The Thames Path is a popular recreational resource for walking, running 
and cycling and is particularly well used around the more substantial urban areas 
adjacent to the river. 
 
Similarly to adjacent Strategic Area A, Area B is subject to a range of urbanising 
influences, focused primarily around the more developed east-west corridor 
between Ashford / Sunbury-on-Thames and Staines-upon-Thames. The fringes of 
these urban areas often give way to a range of semi-urban land uses, including 
those of a more open character (golf courses, managed parks, ‘horsiculture’) as 
well as piecemeal development and active aggregate extraction sites. The 
countryside therefore, in a number of places, has a distinct lack of cohesiveness.1 
 
Major roads, including the M3, A30 and M25, traverse the Strategic Area, severing 
the landscape, impacting visually upon the Area’s openness and breaking up 
different areas of countryside. 
 

Function While some limited areas of Strategic Area B retain a traditional rural function, used 
either for arable farming or cattle grazing, an increasing demand for aggregate 
extraction throughout the 20th century has radically altered the area’s primary 
function. Reclamation of disused extraction sites has created expanses of lake and 
wetland, which are valuable recreational resources as well as providing important 
habitats for wildlife. The urbanisation of areas around the Strategic Area, have 
placed new pressures on the area as a recreational resource. A number of parks, 
recreation grounds and commons are distributed throughout the Strategic Area, 
providing public access to open space. There are also a number of golf courses 
across the area.  
 

                                                           

1 National Character Area profile: Thames Valley. Natural England, 2012 



The rapid expansion of London in the early part of the 20th century generated 
increased demand for utilities. A sizeable proportion of Strategic Area B is 
dedicated to supplying drinking water to the capital, including a series of raised, 
man-made reservoirs, as well as the water treatment works at Ashford Common. 
 

Summary  Strategic Area B prevents the outward sprawl of the large built-up areas of Ashford 
/ Stanwell / Sunbury-on-Thames and Staines-upon-Thames / Egham and maintains 
a series of gaps, some extremely narrow, between Spelthorne’s towns as well as 
settlements in adjacent boroughs.   
 
Around a number of settlements, urbanising influences have harmed the coherence 
of the countryside and diminished its sense of overall sense of openness and 
rurality. 
 
At the strategic level, the Strategic Area plays an important role in meeting the 
fundamental aim of Green Belt policy to prevent urban sprawl, in this case the 
sprawl of settlements in Surrey, by keeping land permanently open. Assessment of 
the Strategic Area against the relevant NPPF Purposes is as follows: 
 

- Purpose 1 – Meets the Purpose strongly by acting as an important barrier 
to potential sprawl from large built-up areas such as Ashford / Stanwell / 
Sunbury-on-Thames and Staines-upon-Thames / Egham. 

- Purpose 2 – Meets the Purpose strongly by establishing important gaps 
between a number of Surrey towns, preventing these from merging into 
one another. 

- Purpose 3 – Meets the Purpose moderately (there is some variation 
across the Strategic Area) by preventing encroachment into some open 
areas of more unspoilt countryside. 

 

Sensitivity 
to Change 

Given the Strategic Area protects a series of particularly narrow gaps between 
settlements, the character of the area could be altered significantly by alterations to 
Green Belt boundaries. Consideration should also be given to the influence of 
previous encroachment, and the imperative to prevent a further urbanisation of the 
Borough’s more rural areas (particularly in the south-west and north-west). Some 
areas of Green Belt that already contain developments, or that are heavily 
influenced by surrounding urban development, may be less sensitive overall.  
 

 
 


