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                   Commentary on planning reform proposals 

          Peter Jones, David Hillier and Daphne Comfort 

Introduction 

 In the ministerial forward to the Natio al Pla i g Poli  F a e o k  (Department 

for Communities and Local Government 2012) The Rt. Hon. Greg Clark, Minister for Planning 

in the Coalition Government focused on two themes namely sustainable development and 

allowing people and communities back into the planning process.  He claimed that the 
purpose of planning is to help achieve sustai a le de elop e t  and in looking to offer a 

definition of sustainable development he suggested that sustai a le ea s e su i g that 
ette  li es fo  ou sel es do t ea  o se li es fo  futu e ge e atio s  while  development 

ea s g o th  (Department for Communities and Local Government 2012). The Minister 

also claimed that i  e e t ea s pla i g has te ded to e lude, athe  tha  to i lude 
people a d o u ities , that i  pa t this has ee  la gel  a esult of ta gets ei g i posed 
and decisio s take   odies e ote f o  the  and i  pa t people ha e ee  put off f o  
getti g i ol ed e ause pla i g poli  itself has e o e ……. the p ese e of spe ialists 
athe  tha  people i  o u ities.  More positively the Minister argued that the new 

planning policy framework would change that by allo i g people a d o u ities a k 
i to pla i g  (Department for Communities and Local Government 2012).  

Less than four years later a House of Commons B iefi g Pape , entitled Pla i g 
Reform Proposals  “ ith  lea l  sets out the u e t Co se ati e Go e e t s 
proposed approach to the planning system. One of the proposals outlined in the briefing, 

namely the Housing and Planning Bill 2015-2016 has received critical comment within the 

planning profession (Town and Country Planning Association 2016).  This bill has been 

described, for example, as possi l  the ost adi al a d ide a gi g pie e of pla i g 
legislatio  fo  a ge e atio  (Dewar 2015). However the briefing paper covers a wider range 

of other forthcoming planning reform s and changes, which will mainly apply to England, 

and which collectively may have a major impact on many communities and environments. 

This article provides a short outline of some of these other changes and offers some 

efle tio s o  the Go e e t s pla i g efo  p oposals spe ifi all  ith a  e e to 
allowing people and communities back into planning and to sustainable development.  

Planning Reform Proposals  

 The Planning Reform Proposals briefing opens by outlining a number ke  
Go e e t a ou e e ts o  pla i g  which can be seen to provide a more general 

policy context for the planning reforms. Thus the Conservative Party Manifesto for the 2015 

general election, for example, is described as looking to make it easier for more people to 

ha e o  lo al pla i g issues. The Go e e t s  P odu ti it  Pla  allo ed the 
Secretary of State to intervene directly if local authorities were deemed to be too slow in 

producing local plans and sought to allow automatic planning permission for housing on 

brownfield sites. In a similar vein the Rural Productivity Plan, published in 2015, included 

changes which look to make it easier to obtain planning approval in rural areas. In the 2015 

Autumn Statement the Chancellor of the Exchequer outlined a number of proposed changes 

to the planning system which included measures to ensure the release of unused and 

underdeveloped commercial, retail and industrial land for starter homes and that local 
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communities can allocate land for housing through neighbourhood plans and to amend 

planning policy to encourage the development of small sites while looking to protect 

existing gardens. 

 Apart from the Housing and Planning Bill 2015-2016 the briefing paper outlined the 

planning reforms in the Energy Bill 2015-2016 and listed 21 planning proposals announced 

by the Conservative Government. The planning changes in the Energy Bill will see the 

removal of large offshore windfarms from the nationally significant infrastructure project 

development consent regime which means that all proposed wind farm developments will 

henceforth require local authority planning permission. While it is not appropriate here to 

catalogue each of the 21 planning proposals a brief outline of some of these proposals gives 

some indication of the general direction of travel. The National Infrastructure Commission 

esta lished  the Co se ati e Go e e t i   to e a i e the UK s eeds fo  
nationally significant infrastructure projects over the next 10-30 years.  In introducing the 

consultation exercise on the operation of the Commission in 2016 the Chief Secretary to the 

Treasury argued that the e is o o e a hi g a d i depe de t p o ess fo  assessi g the lo g 
te  i f ast u tu e eeds of the atio  with the ultimate goal of helpi g to ake pla i g 
policy more responsive and effective, supporting efficient decision- aki g a d deli e  (HM 

Treasury 2016). 

A u e  of the pla i g p oposals a e desig ed to speed up  the pla i g p o ess 
with an underlying focus on facilitating new housing development. Work is underway, for 

example on st ea li i g   local and neighbourhood plans, on ensuring that up to date local 

plans are in place by 2017, the introduction of a deli e  test  to ensure that local planning 

authorities ensure delivery against the numbers of homes set out in local plans and a 

reduction in the time  extensions for statutory consultations. There are relaxations in 

permitted development rights for borehole drilling to monitor methane in groundwater 

prior to fracking for shale gas and also in the height of drilling rigs. In the Cutti g ‘ed Tape 
‘e ie , announced in December 2015, the focus will be on scrutinising the current roads 

and infrastructure rules for proposed housing developments and on reviewing a number of 

European Union environmental rules. 

There are proposals to change the National Planning Policy Framework with the aim 

of aki g it easie  to uild e tai  housi g i  e tai  i u sta es  and of supporting the 
regeneration of previously developed o field sites ithi  the G ee  Belt…… p o idi g this 
o t i utes to the deli e  of sta te  ho es a d su je t to lo al o sultatio .  There are also  

proposals to provide new planning powers for the Mayor of London. These proposals 

include removing the need for planning permission for upward extensions to existing 

buildings up to the height of adjoining buildings where local residents do not object. Where 

objections are received then these will be considered in the normal way with the focus 

being o  the i pa t o  the eigh ou s  a e it . Mo e spe ifi all  th ee p oposals e e 
identified namely a new permitted development right, local development orders and a new 

London Plan, which ould i e ti ise the use of up a d e te sio s.  

The Government will expect local planning authorities to e ui e highe  de sit  
de elop e t a ou d o ute  hu s he e e  feasi le  in both plan making and in making 

planning decisions. For these purposes a commuter hub is defined as a pu li  t a spo t 
i te ha ge  and a place that has, or could have in the future, a frequent service to that 
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stop.  With the focus on oosti g p odu ti it  i  u al a eas  the Government will review 

both the pla i g a d egulato  o st ai ts fa i g u al usi esses  and the effe ti e ess 

of the u e t pla i g s ste  fo  usi esses i  the u al o te t.  The role of the planning 

system in improving mobile connectivity is also under review with the focus being on 

assessing the effectiveness of permitted development rights for telecommunications and on 

permitting taller telecommunication masts. 

Discussion 

 As outli ed i  the esea h ief the Go e e t s pla i g efo  p oposals a e 
potentially wide ranging but it remains to be seen how they will play out in practice and it 

will be some time before any systematic evaluation of their impact can be usefully 

undertaken. However the extent to which proposed planning reforms look to allowing 

people and communities back into planning and to help achieve sustainable development 

merit reflective discussion. Firstly the proposals include some mention of a commitment to 

gi e po e  to lo al people  in that eigh ou hood pla i g , for example, allo s lo al 
residents and businesses to have their own planning policies in  a neighbourhood plan that 

reflects their priorities, deliver tangible local benefits  and have real weight in planning 

de isio s  (Department for Communities and Local Government 2015). To this end a pilot 

programme for local authorities to explore ho  eigh ou hood pla i g o u ities can 

e ette  i ol ed i  pla i g de isio s  (Department for Communities and Local 

Government 2015). How this call for greater involvement in plan making and the taking of 

planning decisions will work out in practice remains to be seen but, in principle at least, it 

does reflect a commitment to involve people and communities in the planning process.  

 However it is difficult to escape the overall conclusion that the main weight of the 

proposals effectively extends the powers of central government over the plan making and 

planning decisions to the detriment of greater local participation. This would seem to 

undermine the integrity and independence of local planning authorities while effectively 

largely ignoring the reality that many large developments that will effectively be centrally 

determined may have major impacts on communities at the local level. Recent experience 

does not always suggest that the views of local people and communities are given due 

weighted when central government becomes involved in, and effectively takes control of, 

the planning process.  

Two examples illustrate this concern. In June 2015 Lancashire County Council 

rejected two applications to permit fracking for shale gas in June 2015, which was strongly 

opposed by many residents and community groups.  One of the reasons for refusing 

planning permission at one of the sites was that the de elop e t ould ause 
unacceptable noise impact resulting in a detrimental impact on the amenity of local 

residents which could not be adequately controlled by condition contrary to Policy DM2 of 

the La ashi e Mi e als a d Waste Lo al Pla  a d Poli  EP27 of the F lde Lo al Pla  

(Lancashire County Council 2015). Cuadrilla, the developers lodged an appeal three months 

later. Seemingly, though not e pli itl , i  espo se to La ashi e Cou t  Cou il s eje tio  
of these two applications and perhaps because of the signal it might be seen to send to 

othe  lo al pla i g autho ities, the UK Go e e t a ou ed that shale gas planning 

applications will e fast t a ked th ough  a e  dedi ated pla i g p o ess  (Gov.UK 2015). 

Mo e spe ifi all  a pu li  i ui  i to Cuad illa s appeal ega  i  Fe ua  ut G eg Cla k, 
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the Planning Minister, rather than the planning inspector who is chairing the inquiry, is to 

make the final decision. 

 

 The Stop HS2 Campaign heavily criticised the final report of the HS2 Hybrid Bill Select 

Committee published in late February 2016. The campaign suggested that despite hearing 

evidence from almost 1,600 petitioners the committee declined to recommend many 

suggested changes and further the campaigners argued that the ha ges the  did 
e o e d e e i o  “TOP H“  . I  e ie i g the “ele t Co ittee s 

deliberations The Chair of HS2 claimed Si e HS2 as fi st a ou ed, ordinary people 

affected have tried to engage with Hs2 Ltd. To solve the issues with the plans that affected 

them. But they were fobbed off because they were told the HS2 Committee would look at 

them. However in many cases the committee have gone along with the scheme as presented 

to the  (STOP HS2 2016). 

 

That is not to say that central government should not play a key role in determining 

large scale national infrastructure and economically significant projects but where such 

decisions are made nationally they should not be seen as part of a package of reforms that 

ill let lo al people ha e o e sa  i  lo al pla i g a d let the  ote o  lo al issues  (Smith 

2016). At a more conceptual level as the Government looks to extend its control over the 

planning system this also relates to the role of the state within capitalist society, to the 

relationships, for example, between Government and the large energy corporations and the 

major house building companies and the locus of power within that relationship. While a 

liberal democratic model of the role of the state within society would see the role of 

Government being to distil and reflect the views of the people in its decision making, a 

model drawn from Marxist political economy would suggest that within a capitalist society 

the state will essentially act to promote the interests of the capitalist class.  

Over two decades ago McDonald (1994) suggested that pla i g should full  
i o po ate the otio  of sustai a le de elop e t  and argued that sustainable 

development is not achievable in any real way without attention to substance and process of 

pla i g gas it happe s o  the g ou d.  However with a solitary exception the term 

sustai a le de elop e t  is o spi uous  its a se e f o  the iefi g pape . However 

sustainable development is a contested concept. While the commonest definition of 

sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

o p o isi g the a ilit  of futu e ge e atio s to eet thei  o  eeds  (World Commission 

on Environment and Development 1987), Aras and Crowther (2008) have argued 

sustai a ilit  is a o t o e sial topi  e ause it ea s diffe e t thi gs to diffe e t people .  
 

There is a family of definitions essentially based in and around ecological principles 

and there are definitions which include social and economic development as well as 

environmental goals and which look to embrace equity in meeting human needs. At the 

sa e ti e a disti tio  is ofte  ade et ee  eak  a d st o g  sustai a le development 

with the former being used to describe sustainability initiatives and programmes developed 

within the existing prevailing economic and social system while the latter is associated with 

much more radical changes for both economy and society. Roper (2012) for example, 

suggested that eak sustai a ilit  p io itizes e o o i  de elop e t, hile st o g 
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sustainability subordinates economies to the natural environment and society, 

a k o ledgi g e ologi al li its to g o th.  

 

In the briefing paper on the planning reform proposals the focus seems to be very 

much on development, on productivity, on prosperity, on growth and on continuing 

consumption, rather than on the theme of sustainable development. This position is 

perhaps epitomised by  Kasozi s 09) suggestion that growth has become a  
u halle gea le i pe ati e , that  questions of limitation, utility or caution are often viewed 

as e ide e of la k of i agi atio , i sight o  ou age  ,that g o th is al a s good a d 
al a s e essa  and that challenges to the growth idiom are ot the su sta e of t ue 
e t ep e eu ial spi it.  The Go e e t s positio  a d that of the ajo it  of the usi ess 
community) might be seen to be that sustainability and continuing economic growth are 

compatible not least because continuing improvements in technology will lead to the ever 

more efficient use of natural resources. Here the o thodo  ie  is that a hie i g 
sustai a ilit  is a te h i al issue  requiring ette  k o ledge, i e ti es a d te h olog  

(Mansfield 2009).  

 

However there are fundamental, if often unpalatable, tensions between sustainable 

development and economic growth. Basically the argument here is that here are economic 

g o th depe de t o  the o ti ui g depletio  of the ea th s fi ite atu al resources, is 

incompatible with sustainable development.The concept of sustainable consumption, for 

example, which Cohen (2005) has described as the ost o du ate halle ge fo  the 
sustai a le de elop e t age da  is not addressed in the briefing paper. In arguing that 

Eu ope ust take the lead i  e plo i g e  odel of o su ptio  hi h does ot 
o p o ise the eeds of othe s o  of futu e ge e atio s, o  da age the e i o e t  The 

European Environment Agency (2012) branded u sustai a le o su ptio  as the othe  
of all e i o e tal issues.  That said within the UK there seems to be little consumer 

appetite fo  sustai a le o su ptio  a d he e the Eu opea  Co issio s  
recognition that sustai a le o su ptio  is see   so e as a e e sal of progress towards 

g eate  ualit  of life  in that it ould i ol e a sa ifi e of ou  u e t, ta gi le eeds a d 
desi es i  the a e of a  u e tai  futu e  resonates. Nevertheless Jackson (2006) argued 

that the o su ptio  patte s that ha a te ize odern Western society are unsustainable. 

They rely too heavily on finite resources and they generate unacceptable environmental 

osts.  This positio  ill fi d little fa ou  ith those suppo ti g the u e t Go e e t s 
planning reform proposals but it may well strike a chord with those in the planning 

profession, and those whose interests they look to serve, who are concerned about what 

Jackson (2009) described as a  e e gi g e ologi al isis that is likel  to d a f the e isti g 
e o o i  isis.   

Conclusion 

 The authors would argue that the current planning reform proposals, as outlined in 

the briefing paper, offer little opportunity to allow people and communities back into the 

planning process and that they marginalise sustainable development. As such the proposals 

can be seen to herald a major departure from the principles seen to underpin the national 

planning policy framework established barely four years ago. 
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