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Living in South Essex can prove challenging for a sustainability orientated mind. The area is one of the most polluted in England (Thurrock Independent, 2018). Inhabitants of Thurrock have little power of influence over most elements of their living conditions as they are settled on a main corridor which is vital to convey goods from Dover to the capital as well as the rest of the country. This engenders high levels of air pollution with days where streets are so "smogged up" that one’s visions seems blurred beyond 100 meters away on a bright sunny summer day. 

Thurrock holds the sad record of being an area where the estimated percentage of deaths that can be attributed to long term exposure to air pollution in the East of England is one of the highest in the country (BBC News, 2017). The area is of logistical national strategic interest. It even led the authorities to enter the Dartford Crossing, an eight-lane bridge and tunnel, as a "rural road" in official government data. This resulted in the pollution of the area to not get factored in the national pollution assessments (BBC News, 2017). The Dartford crossing will soon no longer be the only Thames crossing in this area of the country. A new six lanes tunnel is currently being planned. The area also has commercial ports (i.e. Tilbury port) used to offload goods which are then transported via lorries across the country. Other aspects can also come across as not so sustainable, such as fairly conventional agriculture, which pollutes the water and makes it hard. 
In an area that is so heavily built up and densely populated, one fraction of the region comes across as a green haven for sustainability: the London Green Belt. The Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government stated in February 2019 that “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 permanence” 2019 (Section 9 – paras 79 – 92). The benefits the Green Belt provides to the country however go well beyond the above aspect. Its eastern section, between East London and South Essex is a vital eco system of natural and sustainable processes. This essay will examine why the Green Belt is a deeply rooted in sustainability leadership project and how invaluable the services it provides (and should keep providing) are. 

The roots of the Green Belt
The London Green Belt can trace its roots back to 1580, with a proclamation of Elizabeth I creating a three-miles wide ‘Cordon Sanitaire’ around the city of London, where no new dwellings were allowed to be added to the area. Over the centuries however, the Crown’s financial needs resulted in numerous exceptions to this rule, and Elizabeth I’s Cordon Sanitaire didn’t really contain London’s growth until the late nineteenth century (Thomas, 1963). 

A number of projects and surveys to assess living conditions, recreational spaces and agricultural use of land took place in 1891, 1909, 1919, 1927 and 1933. This led to the Green Belt (London and Home Counties) Act to be passed in 1938. The land was consequently acquired under a scheme overtime, and even extended from 1955. The only permitted constructions within the Green Belt area had to be for agricultural use, sport facilities, cemeteries, institutions sitting on extensive grounds and other rural uses only (Thomas, 1963). 
London is far to be the only town which sought to protect natural spaces. Some of the influences which led to its formalisation in the twentieth century came from movements which grew in the United States in the nineteenth century as these belts could grow the food supply needed by the towns they surround (Thomas, 1963). My own hometown in Brittany (France) has a green belt (Allain, 2016). Other examples can be found on every continent. Many towns across the world replicated or came to the same conclusion, including Seoul in Korea (Bengston and Youn, 2006), Moscow (Blinnikov et al.,2006) or Melbourne, Australia (Buxton and Goodman, 2003). 

One key factor which significantly helped the Green Belt to become reality and contribute to its preservation to date is a desire by the population to defend common rights. This stems mainly from seeing so many natural spaces being enclosed and privatised. One can even speak of a communal interest in land and landscape (Bradley, 2019). Some may claim that this is nothing more than attempts from wealthy citizens to protect real estate capital by ensuring the landscape remains a pleasant sight. Bradley’s research however showed that the residential proximity to the Green Belt is disconnected from financial clout. For example, many people who protested and worked to save the Greater Manchester Green Belt worked as blue collars, shop assistants, nurses or teachers; professions one can hardly describe as wealthy. These participants were also from very diverse and ethnic social groups (Bradley, 2019). 

The environmental pillar of the London Green Belt
The Green Belt fulfils a wide range of sustainability related services. Given the English climate to date, the Green Belt mostly consists of wetlands hosting a richer and more diverse variety of species than average urban areas or very large agricultural bionetworks which are losing biodiversity (Aguilar et al., 2015). One of its often overlooked functions is that all these connected territories surrounding London constitute a green road for all animals to move without having to cross urbanised areas. Many of these animals would not be able to circulate if it was not for the Green Belt. These wetlands also offer more preserved spaces able to host water reservoirs, such as Banbury reservoir or Nunhead Reservoir. Sadly, East London and South Essex have been too industrialised to host any significant water reservoir to date. 

Wetlands tend to provide shelter for a larger number of microorganisms, vegetation, insects, birds, fish, mammals, amphibians and reptiles. Many of these life forms do not even tend to be on our minds most of the time as we do not see them as much as the previous generations did. 
Wetlands are true ‘biological superstores’. They provide shelter and food which enables wildlife to go through their natural life cycle. Nothing is wasted as dead leaves and vegetation ends up as small particles which will then serve either as compost or even feed aquatic life - should they find their way to a nearby pond, stream or river. 

Within the South Essex area, Rainham Marshes very much fulfils this role and provides a much-needed space for the Thames to expand when it needs to leave its usual bed. Had the area been fully built up, the consequences of a higher Thames would be much more costly to society and ecosystems therefore playing against sustainability principles. 

Wetlands are key to healthy watersheds given the ecological services they provide. This can be explained by a range of processes and features adding up such as an abundance of nutrients or the presence of bodies of water (however small or shallow). Such conditions allow the smaller species at the bottom of the food chain to thrive. These constitute pantries for fish, amphibians and insects (Schriever and Williams, 2013). 
Additionally, countless groups of animals, airborne or not, need wetlands to survive, be it for food, water and/or shelter. The role and importance of wetlands is reinforced during the migration and reproduction seasons. These areas are even more crucial that birds’ populations are plummeting everywhere in the world. They usually fell by at least third or half in the UK between 1970 and 1999 but sometimes by as much as 95% depending on the species according to the figures computed by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (2020). 

Wetlands within and downstream of urban areas are particularly valuable, counteracting the greatly increased rate and volume of surface- water runoff from pavement and buildings. The holding capacity of wetlands helps control floods and prevents water logging of crops. Wetlands very much fulfil the role of a buffer in case of heavy rains or high tides as they retain and then gradually release small streams, precipitations, groundwater, and inundations. The vegetations, above and below ground differs the progression of inundations and spread the water at a more reasonable pace over a given floodplain. 

The fact that wetlands can store water keeps flood heights from reaching records (Wamsley et al., 2010). Preserving and restoring wetlands together with other water retention can often provide the level of flood control otherwise provided by expensive maintenance, walls and embankments. The demographic pressure in South East England, east London, South Essex is such that many low-lying areas which used to be flood plains have been built up. This means the Green Belt is often the last natural flood management tool available. 

In addition to the above described benefits to wildlife, Wetlands’ biological processes play an important role in the global cycles for water, nitrogen and sulphur. Researchers have established that such biomes help in maintaining the atmosphere needed to sustain life. Wetlands’ vegetation and soils absorbs carbon rather than releasing it to the atmosphere in the form of carbon dioxide. Wetlands are therefore helpful moderators in the global climate conditions (Chen et al., 2016). The above described roles may be seen as enough to justify the protection of the Green Belt and its wetlands, but they are even richer than expected. 

It should be considered that such environments help improving water quality as their biological life naturally filters and treats water (El-Sheikh, 2010). They can also be valuable tools to control shoreline erosion and we will see later in this essay that they also have significant social impacts. Safeguarding wetlands means defending our safety and wellbeing.

The economic pillar of the London Green Belt 
The London Belt should not be seen as a desirable natural feature which could be cut back to provide space for desperately needed accommodations, for example. One of the most obvious but often forgotten economic activity depending on the London Belt is farming. Over 200 farms operate in Greater London, covering cumulated superficies of 11,000 hectares. This represents approximately a third of the London Green Belt made of spaces dedicated to horticulture, grazing and mixed farms, and providing jobs for approximately 3,000 people in Greater London (Mayor of London, 2018). 

One of the key economic benefits of these farms is that the supply is very close to the marketplace. It has to travel much less, therefore not only lowering shipping emissions but also packaging. When products are not sold locally (even though this is preferable), they can be exported rather than lost. Export wise, food and drinks are now the UK’s fourth largest exporting sector, with exports which at least doubled between 2008 and 2018 to reach GBP 22.6 billion in 2018. These exports are mostly regional, within the European Union (Food and Drink Federation, 2018). 

Additionally, large areas of the London Green Belt are used for recreational purposes. Many are free and open to the general population. Others are more exclusive and reserved to fee paying members such as equestrian centres or golf clubs. Out of these private businesses, golf clubs have the largest footprint with an estimated 71 golf courses in the Greater London Area. When looking at the overall situation within the whole Green Belt, they occupy 7.1 per cent of the land, the equivalent of approximately 2,500 hectares (Thompson, 2015). 

Golf is an industry of its own as it not only involves golf courses and clubs but also equipment manufacturers and sellers, golf-based tourism and even real estate revolving around gold courses. Sheffield Hallam University found that golfers in the United Kingdom devoted GBP 4.3 billion to their sport in 2014, representing 14% of the total amount spent on sport by members of the public in that year. Tax wise, golf paid GBP 990 million in taxes to the government. Golf clothing and equipment amounted to GBP 939 million of customer expenditure. Golf correlated tourism and lodging represented an extra GBP 775 million. (Sheffield Hallam University, 2016). 

These figures would be far less impressive if golf courses disappeared in the Green Belt given the weight the capital and south east England have, both demographically and economically. This economic activity definitely contributes to a certain economic sustainability and is valuable on its own account but there is also an unsustainable side to golf. Golf courses unfortunately rarely exist without a range of less desirable collateral damages as they require large quantities of water for irrigation, damage natural areas or fully artificialize them. They often use chemicals to keep lawns green, pristine and weed free while these wide patches of grass fragment natural habitats and wildlife. They also do not tend to be compatible with wetlands as they replace natural biomes with heavily maintained landscapes and non-native vegetation (Barcelona Field Studies Centre, 2020).

The economic impact of the Green Belt goes beyond the sum of the activities which take place within its parameters. By their mere existence, the protected plots of land which constitute the Green Belt are off limits for economical actors who would want to develop and build on this “free land”, or at least free of buildings and large dwelling units. London is constrained to the limits of Greater London and the Green Belt. This means the only potentials for new businesses to find a space to grow is either building up or redeveloping a plot of land which fell in disarray. 

This type of plot can stem from situations where the building is no longer used and expensive to disassemble. Other areas which can be easily redeveloped are plots currently occupied by historic and not energy efficient low-density dwellings. Such houses can be levelled, their material recycled and higher density building built, giving space to both business and dwellings. In essence, the rarer space becomes, the more clever and sustainable solutions need to be designed and/or expanded. 

These parameters drive new actors to innovate and generate sustainable plans and increasingly more actors investigate the roads to a more dense and sustainable new accommodations policies. This enables to walk away from the problems created by the low density rebuilt areas of the 1960s and the still low density car-centric conurbations of the late twentieth century. 


The social pillar of the London Green Belt 
The roots of the Green Belt showed that the intentions were far to be primarily socially orientated. These spaces are however seen as the provider of invaluable social sustainable services to the populations that surround it nowadays. Frost and Sutterby (2017) worked on how important (ideally unsupervised) children group play in natural spaces is to their healthy development. This idea started to spread in the early nineteenth century as automobiles and industries were strongly limiting children safe environments. 

Children are for example more focused following outdoor based activities than the same activities performed indoors (Ryan et al., 2010). Regular contacts with natural space are also linked to a better cognitive development as the working memory and attention abilities noticeably improve (Dadvand et al., 2015). Nature’s benefits even extend to improving conditions such as attention deficit disorder (Coley, 2012). 

Cameron-Faulkner, Melville and Gattis (2018) went further and studied nature’s role on the essence and quality of the interactions within families. Their research concluded that natural environments improve parent-child communication as they have a significant positive aspect. Their work demonstrated that parent-child communication is a lot less receptive and connected if they take place indoors rather than in natural landscapes. The social aspect of nature in the very urbanised areas that South Essex and East London are is crucial as it positively influences our ways to interact. In essence, when we respond to nature, we also better respond to each other. 

Psychologists and health researchers continue to find new benefits to being frequently in touch with nature. Williams (2017) documented a number of these recent findings including the fact that being frequently surrounded by nature improves short-term memory, de-stresses, reduces inflammation, eliminates fatigue, lowers blood pressure, and improves the ability to focus. Some benefits are more hypothetical and have not been fully demonstrated, such as a beneficial effect against depression and anxiety, a better protected vision, cancer prevention or a strengthened immune system. Sustainability is also about building better and more resilient societies and the Green Belt has a leading role to keep playing in that aspect. 

The spaces available to members of the public are fairly numerous on the eastern section of the Green Belt. This includes the Rainham Marshes Nature Reserve which allows members of the public to walk by the Thames in a green landscape mostly preserved to shelter birds that often struggle to find suitable spots to reproduce and rest on this very industrially built up side of the estuary. Other spaces are accessible to the public such as the Chase Nature Reserve which is surrounded by a few outdoor centres and parks. 

More generally, a number of reserves doted across the Green Belt have visitor centres which carry a range of missions with an important social impact for sustainability. This is the case of the Rainham Marshes Nature Reserve and Chase Nature Reserve which receive and exchange not only with the everyday visitor about the interest of the area for nature but also with school groups. This function is essential to strengthen and diffuse sustainability across generations.

Conclusion
The Green Belt is a project which took centuries to materialise. It has always been threatened by an ever-expanding city and economic activities. It has turned out to be quite different from the three miles wide cordon sanitaire envisioned by Elizabeth I, but has taken an undeniable role in sustainable leadership in south east of England. It has provided environmental leadership in terms of connecting and preserving wetlands, hosting water reservoirs, or sheltering a wide range of animals otherwise threatened, especially birds and amphibians. Looking beyond these aspects, the Green Belt also helps differing the progression of inundations, moderates the global climate conditions and helps improving water quality. The second sustainability pillar is economical as the Green Belt provides space for over 200 farms covering a third of the London Green Belt and providing jobs for approximately 3,000 people. 

The Green Belt also hosts recreational businesses and areas, some giving the opportunity to roam freely to urban population while others such as equestrian centres or golf clubs need to charge fees. We have also considered that sometimes the beneficial economic effects of the Green Belt take place outside of it as these protected lands force other economic actors to question the ever-expanding model and turn to more sustainable plans to develop city areas and the economic activity. 

Finally, the Green Belt is also a social pillar with clear benefits to the members of the public who live around it and visit it. The Gren Belt allows children to be more focused, allows a better cognitive development, improves parent-child communication, short-term memory, de-stresses, reduces inflammation, eliminates fatigue, lowers blood pressure, and improves the ability to focus. Additionally, multiple reserves nested in the Green Belt host visitor centres which provide social spaces and act as hotspots allowing the diffusion of sustainable ideas and consciousness among the general members of the public. 

The above aspects are most certainly not an entitlement or immovable rights as the Green Belt is facing more curtail attempts than ever due to the lack of spaces to develop within the belt. In this area as in many other over urbanised regions, sustainability will have to keep including the Green Belt as an invaluable leading project rather than ‘empty’ land to be developed. 
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