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15th September 2011

Dear Mr Scott

Re: Draft National Planning Policy Framework
We apologise, but we find the form provided as part of the consultation, inadequate for our detailed comments on a document with complex impacts both short and long term on strategic planning and the rural environment. We have divided our comments under the relevant section headings and identified the paragraphs for ease. 

We have considered this document carefully, and whilst there is much that we support, and which accords with the Localism Agenda, we strongly oppose some elements. Before dealing with the particularity of the Draft NPPF, we wish to make some general points in respect of the proposed planning changes.
1. We consider that the Government and Department of Communities and Local Government have put Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) in an intolerable position in the rushed and flawed planning proposals and actions of the last year.
· First it was announced that the RSS would be revoked, and that this intention should be regarded as a material consideration in the planning process. This was followed by an announcement that the RSS had been revoked. Then came the two Cala Homes challenges, that resulted in a) the revocation of the RSSs being judged illegal, and b) the intention to revoke the RSS being judged still a material consideration though weakened by the wording of the second judgement. Hence the LPAs in the process of drafting or reviewing their core strategies now had the RSSs back in place, but the Localism Bill which at the time was due to get Royal Assent in November 2011, was set to abolish them. 
· Then it was announced in April 2011 that the revocation the RSSs under the Localism Bill required an environmental assessment together with consultation before this Bill could be enacted. As of September 2011, there is no date for when these assessments will be published for consultation.   So, even if the Localism Bill receives Royal Assent in November the revocation of the RSSs cannot yet be enacted. 

·  Finally the draft National Planning Policy Framework was published in July 2011, with its presumption in favour of development. The Planning Inspectorate issued guidance to Planning Inspectors stating that the intentions in both the draft NPPF, and presumption in favour of development and parts of the draft Localism Bill should be given material weight. 
So LPAs have to demonstrate general compliance with the RSS in their Core Strategies, or they will be declared unsound. They also have to take into account the draft Localism Bill, revoking the RSS – and if, wisely, they decide to extend their local plan, and thereby delay their Core Strategies, in order to make an objective assessment of local development need in the current and likely future economic scenario they are then faced  with the presumption in favour of development as set out in the draft NPPF. This is a complete planning shambles. Please note that whilst we support the removal of top down development targets and a return to local planning for local communities, we strongly oppose elements of the draft NPPF which undermine local control, and weight planning matters in favour of developers particularly in the short term during the shambolic transition.   
2. Whilst supporting simplification of planning rules which have become in time overly complex, we would totally refute the Government’s stated position that current planning law and rules are responsible either for the slow house building or the lack of affordable homes. In respect of the latter, past Government decisions in respect of right to buy accompanied by the failure by Governments to allow LAs to use the proceeds for replacement provision until 2008 are two of the  main factors in the lack of affordable homes, as is a lack of robust immigration policy for the last 15 years. In respect of the former, the slowdown in house building is nothing to do with current planning law and rules, and entirely down to a combination of, current housing market slow down, the current and future foreseeable flat economic situation, and the banking crisis resulting in lack of mortgage availability. This is evidenced by the number of outstanding full planning permissions in Milton Keynes, where building has slowed, and completions are down – though in small part this could be due to developers slowing building rates to increase demand and therefore prices to recoup their outlay during the housing bubble years. The government needs to show robust evidence for their claimed cause and effect about planning slowing growth. They have not.  

3. We also totally oppose the Government’s view that the fundamental purpose of planning law and controls is to promote economic growth. Economic growth, or indeed the lack of it, is a short term phenomenon. Planning law and controls are for the long term and the basic purpose is to ensure required development, whether for  housing or employment, is planned in accordance with national/European and local policies and which protects, a) against urban sprawl, b) against damaging the natural environment c) against damage to vital food production and d) against unsustainability in terms of both infrastructure and environment. Just one element of planning law and controls is to support the local economy and by doing so, the national economy. 
4. There is one vital omission in the NPPF. There is no mention in the whole of the document of the essential need for food security and the importance of agriculture. In fact we can only find mention of food in the document in the final bullet point of Para 30 on Page 10 “the needs of the food production industry and any barriers to investment that planning can resolve” and one brief mention in Para 167 which is undermined by the final bullet point of that paragraph.    
Taking these general points into consideration, we will now address the particularity of the Draft National Planning Policy Framework. 

Introduction
We broadly support the concepts set out in the introduction, with the exception that Para. 2 should include agriculture/food, as well as the natural and historic environment.

Delivering Sustainable Development
 We would broadly support Paragraph 9, though we would reverse the ordering of the third sentence to read “It is central to the social, environmental and economic success of the country and is the core principle underpinning planning” 
We would disagree with the definition of sustainable development where it pertains to planning as set out in Paragraph 10. Sustainable means that which can be maintained indefinitely. In planning terms that means that sustainable development should maintain a balance both now and more importantly, in the future between human need, natural resources, and the environment particularly in the face of imminent climate change. This has particular relevance in the UK, which is only a small island with an unsustainable growing population. It is grossly irresponsible to subvert the planning process for short term economic gain in this unsustainable situation. 
We would suggest a more appropriate phrasing of Para 10 would be:

For the planning system delivering sustainable development means:

Planning for people (a social role) – use the planning system to promote strong, vibrant and healthy communities now and in the future. Do this by ensuring that development is the right kind, in the right place and of the right quality to meet the community’s needs, health and wellbeing, supported by accessible local services, appropriate employment and planned in accordance with the need for a low carbon economy and food security. 
Planning for places (an environmental role) – use the planning system to protect and enhance our natural, and built and historic environment. Do this by using natural resources prudently and ensuring that remedial action is taken to offset the adverse impact of development.

Planning for economic success (an economic role) – use the planning system to encourage innovative and sustainable economic growth taking into account the social and environmental role of planning. 

In respect of Paragraphs 13 to 18, the society totally opposes the presumption in favour of development concept as set out in these paragraphs, particularly at this time of shambolic transition between current and in place Regional Spatial Strategies and the Localism Bill. See our general comment No 1. Planning Law and Planning controls are for the long term sustainable future of communities and the environment and are not to be hijacked by this Government’s short term economic aspirations. It is for local authorities to assess objectively and robustly the development needs of the communities they serve and those of the surrounding area, and the requirements of the  environment and then to  agree sustainable and flexible plans that meets all those needs, while taking into account national and European policies and regulations/directives. This is a complicated task, and will remain so whatever the government’s desire to reduce guidance to a minimal set of rules. 
We broadly support the Core Planning Principles set out in Paragraph 19, with the exception of a) the second bullet point, which should be removed, b) rephrasing of the third bullet point to read “planning policies should take into account local circumstances and allocate sufficient land which is suitable for development in their area in the light of the  needs of the residential and business community and the environment” and c) removed the last sentence of the fifth bullet point so that it reads “Planning policies and decisions should seek to protect and enhance environment, agriculture and heritage assets in a manner appropriate to their significance and reduce pollution, locating development on land of lesser environmental value”

Plan Making – Local Plans
With respect to Paragraph 20 and 21, we strongly oppose elements of these. However we would support if they were rephrased to read:-

 “20 Development plans must aim to achieve the objective of sustainable development. To this end, they should be consistent with the objectives, principles and policies set out in this Framework.  This means that plans should be prepared on the basis that objectively assessed development needs should be met unless the adverse impacts of so doing outweigh the benefits when assessed against national policies. 

 21 Each local planning authority should produce a Local Plan for its area. This can be reviewed in whole or in part to respond flexibly to changing circumstances. Any additional development plan documents should only be used where clearly justified”
We broadly support the remaining paragraphs of the section of Local Plans, except under Para 24, there is a need to include the need for food security and omit or define the word “genuinely”. 

Using a proportionate evidence base – we support. Para 27. 

We broadly support Para 28 to 38   Housing, Business, Infrastructure, Minerals requirements, Defence and National Security, Environmental Assessment, Historic Environment and Health and Wellbeing. 

We do not support Para 39 of Ensuring Viability and Deliverability since with the presumption in favour of development, this paragraph weights the balance too heavily towards developers. It is sufficient to say the Local Planning Authorities should work flexibly with Developers and Land Owners in respect of viability and deliverability of planned development taking into account the needs of communities, infrastructure requirements and financial viability of the development. There has been too much adverse experience in very many local communities of developers seeking to maximise their profits at the expense of existing communities and the new development residents. 
We broadly support Para 40, but find Para 41 questionable as it appears to imply that locally agreed standards and policies should be waived if the developer claims the development would be put at risk. This of course would be unacceptable – it would mean there would be little point in having standards and policies, if they are to be set aside. 

We broadly support Para 42 and 43. 

Planning strategically across local boundaries – we broadly support Paragraphs 44 to 47, with the reservation that it should not be for one local planning authority to dictate to another or require them to comply. There should be no presumption that urban or growth areas can put pressure on more rural ones, or that they are the ones whose needs should override. Local planning authorities should, however co-operate on cross boundary issues particularly in respect of infrastructure and service impacts. 

Examining local plans, we support all but the first bullet point of paragraph 48. “Positively prepared” - we would oppose any suggestion of there being a requirement for a local planning authority to meet the unmet need of another local planning authority on the basis of the presumption in favour of development (which of course we oppose). In some instances where a local planning authority has boundary constraints as for instance Luton, then that is a matter for joint discussion, negotiated agreement and planning between local planning authorities – each having a duty to co-operate and engage with such discussion. 
Neighbourhood Plans –we would support Paragraphs 49  to 52 – subject to the removal of the reference to the presumption in favour of development in Para 51, which we oppose. 

Development Management
Whilst we are broadly supportive of most of the concepts in this section, with the exception of any reference to presumption in favour of development, we would wish that Paras 53 and 54 and any other Para which includes the term sustainable development should be amended to include “appropriate, sustainable development that is in accordance with the local plan” We would not support Para 70 unless it is qualified by “taking into account community and infrastructure requirements to support the development”
Planning for Prosperity
We have already stated our concerns in respect of this being part of the definition of sustainability and our opposition to Government short term economic objectives hijacking planning law and controls. That said, and subject to this being taken into account, sustainable economic development is a facet of local planning.

Objectives and Support Economic Development -   we would broadly support the concepts set out in Paras 71 -73 and 75 of. We oppose Para 74 for reasons already stated in respect of presumption in favour of development. 
Promote the vitality and viability of town centres – we broadly support Paras76 to 80 though would prefer that Para 79 did not set out a default threshold of 2,500sq m. Even small sites can have an enormous impact. 
Support the Rural Economy, Transport Objectives, Facilitate Economic Growth, Support Reductions in Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Congestion - we support Para 81 - 94 – except where there is any reference to presumption in favour of development. But it lacks robustness in spelling out what is sustainable and what needs to happen to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and achieve carbon neutrality. We would suggest that Para 86 bullet point 3 needs strengthening. 
Communication – Objectives and Facilitate the growth of communications infrastructure - we broadly support Para 95 to 99 in respect of this section. However without monitoring we would not support self-certification without some form of supporting evidence to support this that could be, if required, independently verified. 

Minerals -we broadly support the paragraphs and section in respect of Minerals
Planning for People
Housing – we would refer to the general points at the start of our representation – particularly in respect of the more strategic issues the Government must address, which are nothing to do with planning. Planning law and controls are neither responsible for the slowdown in housing delivery and completions, nor responsible for the unsustainable rise in demand for homes and lack of affordable homes. We would point out again, that there are thousands of existing planning permissions, full and outline in our local area, yet house building and completions have slowed due to a stalled economy, bank mortgage tighter criteria and reduction and availability, slow housing market – and in part manipulation by developers.  Without the Government addressing the strategic issues, increasing the use of undeveloped land use for development is a) not sustainable nor will it b) achieve an increase in delivery. Removing the “brownfield first” is not going to help the economy, whilst risking permanent environmental damage. 

Objectives - we would broadly support these as set out, with the qualification of above and the comment that it is for LPAs to assess the requirement in their area and plan for it, not for the Government to hijack that by imposing central dictat on the amount.  

Significantly increasing the supply of housing – we do not support this heading. It should read Planning for Local Housing need. 
In respect of Paragraph 109, see support the first bullet point. We totally oppose the second bullet point centrally dictating a target that the 5 year supply should be increased by 20%. It is not for the Government to dictate housing targets – LPAs, having as part of their Local Plan process set the required growth and directions for growth, will provide certainty to both investors and landowners. The site allocations DPD will ensure that the most appropriate and sustainable sites come forward to meet the Local Plan needs. We broadly support the remaining bullet points of this paragraph but cannot see why realistic allowance for windfall is not to be permitted as a matter of routine. 
We totally oppose Paragraph 110 in respect as it is based on the presumption in favour of development. This paragraph should read “Local Plans should be prepared on the basis that objectively assessed development needs should be met, unless the adverse impacts of doing so would outweigh the benefits.” We would totally oppose the final sentence and refer particularly to our general point 1 in respect of the shambolic transitional period. 
Deliver a wide choice of quality homes – we would support Para 111 and Para 112 with the exception of the final point which we would strongly oppose. It is totally at odds with sustainability to state, correctly, that isolated homes in the countryside should be avoided, and then add a qualification that this can be allowed if there is innovative design. Innovative design does not make an isolated dwelling sustainable and should not qualify for exemption.  The rural countryside is not a rich man’s/woman’s playground to buy a beautiful piece of the rural countryside, and the get exemption from planning controls to ensure sustainable development, because the design is innovative. 
There is one significant omission in both the Housing and Design section and that omission undermines the one of the most important aspects of Planning for People – their social and physical well-being. This is underlined by the developments we have seen over the last 10+ years. See our comments under design. 

Design 
Objectives, Deliver high quality design, – we would broadly support the paragraphs in this section. However there are fundamental omissions in respect of the Housing and Design sections. 
1. For the last 10 and more years we have had crammed, small roomed boxes – whether flats or houses. New homes have been heavily overlooked and crammed cheek by jowl with no thought of how people would live in them. In part this was due to density targets which have now been removed, but also due to a) developers seeking to maximise profits by increasing units in a development area b) the descriptions of houses in planning terms being by room numbers rather than size. This has led to rapidly deteriorating social structure as living in new developments proves unsuitable for the social and physical well-being of couples and families. We consider that it is imperative that the quality of homes needs to be defined by minimum mandatory building regulations that particularly address basic human spatial needs for health and social well-being. 
2. The importance of green infrastructure in sight of the dwelling. There has been much research in this area, and the need for human beings to be in contact with the natural world has been established, and yet some modern developments have homes whose only aspect from any window is onto the built environment – and no outside green infrastructure or garden. House must have outside space, and flats must have outside space – and green infrastructure should be within sight and easy access. There is a desperate need in modern development for minimum mandatory  building standards 
Voluntary building codes of practice are not sufficient and unenforced building regulations are worse than useless. We recall only 5 years ago in 2006 under the last Government the House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee March 2006 – Sustainable Housing: A Follow up Report found that only 30% of new homes met building regulations. 

We also recall in that same report in respect of the drive for a step change in housing provision then underway that it was stated:
35 We remain deeply concerned that ODPM is determined to build new homes first, and then worry later, if at all, about how the supporting infrastructure can be provided. The communities that are created as a result of such a short sighted policy will be anything but sustainable”, 

48. The need to build new homes is seen as an absolute imperative and is used by the Government as a mandate to sweep aside any concerns that people may have about the environmental impacts of those plans. We find it deeply worrying that there is no appetite within the OPDM to take on the building sector and guarantee that these homes will be built to sufficiently high energy efficiency and environmental standards. What we find reprehensible is the clear signal from Government that it really does not matter that these homes are going to be built before supporting infrastructure is in place. And we reject the implication that the people for whom these new communities are intended will be so grateful to have a home that they will be prepared to put up with substandard communities rather than sustainable communities. 

No lessons learned there then. 
We suggest strengthening of Para 122 to ensure the engagement of community in design. 

Sustainable Communities - we broadly support the totality of this section the following amendments. These are:
Para 129 where we oppose the second bullet point “the need for and benefits of the development clearly outweigh the loss” unless it is qualified with a requirement that compensatory open space, sports or recreational facilities are provided. 
 Para 131 – the first bullet point should read “where the green space is in reasonable close proximity to a rural community, centre of population or urban area” , the second bullet point should have the word “demonstrably” deleted, the third bullet point should have “and is not an extensive tract of land” deleted,and the final bullet point “if the designation does not overlap with Green Belt”  should be deleted. 
Villages and towns within the Green Belt, or washed over by the Green Belt should not be debarred from identifying Local Green Space that is of special importance to the community. There is considerable pressure on these communities for exception sites and infill and it is important that they too should be able to identify those green areas that have special import to the community as well as identifying sites to meet local need. 

Green Belt -   Objectives and Designation of Green Belts - we are broadly supportive of the concepts set out in Para 133 – 147. It is critically important that the greenbelt is protected. However we would have liked to see included some examples of the type of exceptional circumstances that would permit new greenbelt to allocate. For example if the urban extensions to an existing town or city, risks coalescence with a neighbouring town, or if due to exceptional circumstances, green belt is lost to development, that compensatory green belt could be allocated to ensure the original intent is maintained. In some cases under the RSSs some greenbelt land encroachment already is in the planning process, and compensatory designation promised. With the abolition of the RSSs, the development will still go ahead, but under this policy the compensatory allocation will not. 
Further we would like to see some constraints in respect of agricultural buildings. At present agricultural buildings do not need planning permission. It is not unusual in the rural area for their building a short period later to be declared surplus to requirements, and application made to convert into residential, meaning isolated rural dwellings. We would support, if subject to controlled criteria, the conversion of redundant agricultural buildings into employment units to a) assist the rural economy, and b) to assist farmers maintain their business by diversification. But as stated this needs to have some planning controls in place that achieve a) and b) without adverse impact on the landscape and environment. 
Planning for Places

Climate Change – Objectives, Support cuts to greenhouse emissions, Support the delivery of renewable and low carbon energy  -  we would broadly support Para 148 to 150 but we oppose Para 151 . This basically is saying that planning permission should not be refused in the case of buildings or infrastructure if it is well designed or promotes high levels of sustainability on the basis that it is incompatible with existing town-scape – this is clearly nonsense.  So if a developer wants to put up a well-designed 20 storey tower block in low profile market town – to increase unit yield, then the LPA should not refuse planning permission! Unless it would adversely impact on a designated energy heritage asset and only then if the harm is not outweighed by the proposals wider social, economic and environment benefits. This paragraph needs redrafting along the lines of LPAs when considering a planning application for a building or infrastructure that demonstrates a well-designed features that reduces greenhouse gases or energy use, should give this aspect material weight, except where there adverse impact on a designated heritage asset. Design on its own should not be given material weight. 
Support the delivery of renewable and low-carbon energy - we broadly support Para 152, but not 153 both in respect of the presumption in favour of development and the first bullet point of this Para which does not allow an LPA to require applicants for energy development to demonstrate need. Whilst accepting that there is a major need to develop renewable energy big or small, LPA should be free, on their own and working with others to consider need and adverse impact taking into account the national need for renewable and low carbon energy.   This is of particular relevance following our experience of energy from waste applications. We accepted, subject to the waste hierarchy being followed, that creation of energy from residual waste, after all recyclable and reusable waste has been removed is appropriate. However LPAs in conjunction with others should be free to consider better options against need that would maximise the usable energy produced and minimise the adverse impact e.g. CHP. 
Minimise vulnerability to climate change and manage the risk of flooding – we in part support Paras 154 – 155, though consider that they weaken still further the already weakened PPS25. Development should not be considered in Flood Zone 3, and this should be clearly set out to accord with PPS25. These Para seem to imply that with suitable mitigation, development will be allowed in areas prone to flooding i.e Flood Zone 3, and this we would oppose. Perhaps the Department of Communities and Local Government needs reminding of August 2007!. 
Para 159 and 162 - whilst supporting some of the sentences in these paragraphs, yet again Para 160, 161 and 162 weaken the existing weakened planning controls of PPS25. Coastal Change is not an even and predictable change as has been clearly demonstrated on the east Norfolk coast, so stating that development is limited to its planned life time using temporary permissions is grossly unsafe – for potential residents and employees, as well as the risk from marine pollution. Development – other than marine development should not be permitted in any area of known coastal change.

Natural Environment 
Objective – we oppose these objectives, indeed in respect of the natural environment, these objectives seem to be just  more about protecting new and existing development, and urging yet again  that development should be carried out unless the adverse impacts significantly and demonstrably outweigh the benefits. Where is there any reference to the fact that the natural environment besides being important to the health and wellbeing of the population (a passing reference in Para 163), is also critical in respect of climate change, food security and tourism. Where is it mentioned that ensuring maintenance and improvement of biodiversity is critical to both the economy and wildlife. The quantity of open countryside is important for both people and for nature, as well as the quality of the little protected bits that our are allowed to remain.  Our reaction to reading these objectives is that they are not worth the paper they are written on. 

Protecting valued landscape – Para 167, the first two bullet points we would support but they need expansion and greater emphasis on statutory national protection for such networks that the Local Plans designate. The third bullet point we oppose – yet again short term economics is taking over from the need for the long term protection of the best and most versatile agricultural land for future generations, particularly with climate change in the near future. It is not enough to say poorer quality land should be the preference unless it is unavailable or unsuitable. The need for food security is paramount. We also oppose the final bullet point of this paragraph, as the qualifications make it worse than useless. 

Minimise impacts on biodiversity and geodiversity – we would support Para 168. We oppose Para 169, both in respect of the “presumption in favour of development”, and the fact that the first and fourth bullet points weaken and undermine the whole paragraph. We do not support any reduction in woodland without a requirement to replace and increase. Trees whether old or young have a vital part to play in respect of climate change, along with grasslands, moors and heaths.  We support Para 170 which in accordance with EU directives.  
Preventing unacceptable risks from pollution and land instability – we support Para 171 however we have serious concerns in respect of Para 172 which would seems to be separating the role of planning from the Environment Agency processes. That has relevance where large polluting infrastructure, is concerned - it would be better to for outline planning to approve in principle subject to the EA being satisfied with the processes and controls in place in respect of emissions. Joined up planning – not planning in isolation, which could lead to the ludicrous, and expensive for all, situation of planning permission being given but an EA permit being refused.  We would support Para 173 – 175 but should include the mention of road noise. 
Historic Environment:

Objectives – we would support Paras 176 and 177

Conserve Heritage Assets – ​we would support Para’s 178 -184, but totally oppose Para 185, that undermines the whole of this section, with its presumption in favour of development. We also consider that Para 185 should be rephrased to make it stronger in favour of conservation, given that any loss once incurred is irreversible. Our historical assets are of economic and social value and cannot be replaced. However we are of the view that historical assets should maximise their economic potential and planning has a role in ensuring this.  
Contribute to the knowledge and understanding of the past – we support Para 181
We hope you have found our comments helpful. Whilst we have commented on the particularity of the draft National Planning Policy Framework, the basis for some of the aspects of this document are made clear in the general points made at the beginning of our letter.

Yours sincerely

F M Fry 

Vice Chair 

Woburn Sands and District Society. 
http://www.woburnsandsanddistrictsociety.org/default.asp 

