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Government proposals for the reform of the planning system – an initial review by the Saham Toney 

Neighbourhood Plan Work Group 

Reform of the planning system is long-overdue and supported in principle. We wholeheartedly agree a 

new system must be predictable and accessible. For too long decisions have been made based on 

planning officers’ interpretation of a very ‘grey’ rulebook, influenced by developers’ manipulation of a 

system that is not fit for purpose, and too often ignoring legitimate community concerns. Decision 

making has not been in the best hands, since although local authority representatives are elected, they 

are not elected to their positions on planning committees and need have no special qualifications or 

experience to hold those. Planning committees are dominated by whichever is the ruling party and 

thus its decisions are subject to being politicised. 

As always, the devil is in the detail, and while the Government’s proposals have some merit and some 

potentially good ideas (decisions to be rules-based; infrastructure to accompany housing development; 

reduced time to prepare local plans; planning and development to be predictable; creating net gains 

rather than just no harm), there is far too little detail to allow a comprehensive consultation to take 

place. That is surprising given the proposals’ emphasis on more effective consultation and the digitising 

of information to support that. 

The document should more properly have been titled as “Build, build, build” since its overall approach 

is to remove barriers to development inherent in the present system (laudable), but at the same time 

to dilute or remove a range of important controls (undesirable). Reforms are heavily weighted in 

favour of the development and construction industry; genuine democratic processes of public 

engagement are paid lip-service, and an over-emphasised focus on ‘building beautiful’ is used as a 

veneer to gloss over these facts. 

The principle of zoning is supported in principle, but its proposed method of implementation is not. 

Classifying the whole country into three zones is far too simplistic and lacks ambition. For example, in 

Russia, every tract of land, large or small, is classified for its use, in a digital online system with 

transparent information on land ownership and types of use that will be permitted (but subject to 

detailed proposals being approved, rather than being granted automatic approval). See 

http://roscadastr.com/map. If a country as large as Russia can operate such a system, then surely 

England could too? Any number of other countries operate zonal planning systems. Our research has 

yet to find one that limits itself to three zones, all are far more nuanced. Without such nuance it would 

appear that any or all types of development will be deemed acceptable in a growth zone, be that 

housing, factories, shops, offices, etc. Yet each type requires a different set of rules. It is generally true 

in countries that use a zoning-based system, many regulations are needed to deal with 

permitted/forbidden uses in each zone, related parameters and standards, and possible exceptions; 

this increases the legislative complexity of such systems in a very significant way. This aspect of the 

proposals needs far greater thought by the Government and further debate as firmer solutions 

emerge. 

The emphasis on much shorter Local Plans, produced in a much shorter timeframe and with less public 

scrutiny, is incompatible with defining land use zones in sufficient detail to ensure that a future system 

is ‘rules-based and predictable’. Planning today is a ‘grey art’ something many planners defend as a 

good feature. Reforming it to be strictly ‘black and white’ would be the single most useful reform that 

could be carried out, yet the proposals dilute such an approach in a number of ways, and will thereby 

perpetuate interpretation and manipulation of loopholes, while at the same time communities’ rights 

to challenge development will have been removed once a Local Plan has been approved. Only with 

genuinely robust and community-led Local Plans that allow no room for interpretation, could the 

http://roscadastr.com/map
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proposed subsequent fast-tracking of the approval process be supported. However, the reforms 

proposed do not guarantee either. 

The proposals stress the desire to improve community engagement and involvement with the planning 

process. In theory that is encouraging. In practice the proposals do not lead to confidence that either 

will be achieved, and put forward a number of measures that will hinder achieving such objectives and 

are thereby fatal flaws: 

• Much shorter Local Plans with community comment allowed only at the ‘suggestions and ideas’ 

stage and immediately prior to examination, with no guarantee of the latter providing a 

democratic forum for debate; 

• The setting of development management policies at a national level, which will result in a ‘one 

size fits all’ approach unable to account for nuances at either local or neighbourhood levels; 

• The failure to provide a meaningful and unequivocal definition of sustainable development; 

• The failure to adequately address the role of neighbourhood plans in a new system, or to 

recognise that if national and local rules are to cover less topics, neighbourhood plans must be 

the tool to provide the necessary detail. 

Any move to a zonal planning system, with permissions pre-determined against a set of rules, actually 

requires much more public consultation when setting the zones and their rules, rather than 

significantly less, as proposed. 

Digitising the planning system has the potential to support (rather than drive, as suggested) reform 

and is to be encouraged. However, it must be implemented in a way that does not leave behind those 

lacking online access or who may not be sufficiently IT-literate to take advantage of such data. It is also 

noted that successive Governments have a very poor record of implementing national systems that are 

on time, within budget and most importantly, effective. Using such a system to allow Local Plans to 

simply show where development may take place is insufficient. Systems also need to make clear such 

information as ‘what precisely?’, ‘when?’ and accompanied by what improved infrastructure and 

facilities?’ 

Reforming the infrastructure levy is supported. The loopholes proposed in how it will be implemented 

are not. 

A standard, binding and simple housing requirement calculation could be a useful tool in increasing the 

supply of housing. But the proposals make no attempt to tackle a fundamental weakness of the 

present system that also dramatically reduces housing supply – the banking of land by developers in 

their own interests, which reports say means work has yet to start on over a million approved homes, 

which represents more than three years supply versus Government targets. 

The proposals for better public engagement in the planning system fail to recognise a fundamental 

truth: the majority of people do not have time and/or inclination to engage. In general people become 

interested when development is planned or happens ‘on their doorstep’, and even then, often only 

when construction starts and it is too late for them to engage. Limiting consultation to the preparation 

of a Local Plan will only exacerbate this situation. It is not the case that those who do engage with the 

system find it difficult to understand: the problem is that insufficient numbers choose to engage. The 

reasons for that are many, but certainly include public distrust of planning officers, planning 

committees and developers, which the proposals do nothing to address. Simply shaking up the system 

will not remove distrust; it will only shift its focus to new areas. Additionally, if my own experience 

with Breckland Council reflects a more national picture, then it is clear local authorities pay lip service 

to public consultation and planners actively resent and often belittle community involvement. None of 
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the measures proposed will address this. Three ideas might make the proposals more effective in this 

respect: 

1) Local Plans to demonstrate a minimum percentage community support in order to be adopted; 

2) Using the vaunted new digital approach, make local plans available for online scrutiny 

throughout their preparation, with the public able to make ‘live’ comments and suggestions; 

3) Local Plan steering groups to include 25% of members drawn from the community. 

Likewise, in terms of decision-making, planning committees should include meaningful community 

representation by including a minimum number of members drawn from a community. 

At present it can be said the proposals do indeed ‘radically reform’ the process of public engagement, 

but only in the sense that they radically dilute and eradicate opportunities for such engagement. 

The new ‘growth’ area classification proposed is to apply to areas for substantial development. 

Substantial is undefined, which is typical of today’s planning system and gives no confidence that 

similar ‘grey areas’ will not form a fundamental part of a new system. Subjective terminology is clearly 

not a predictable rule book. Reforms must take the opportunity to remove from planning vocabulary 

such terms as ‘should’, ‘have regard to’, ‘subject to’, ‘will be considered’, ‘appropriate’, ‘adequate’, 

etc., and replace them with ‘must’, ‘shall’, ‘will’, ‘not’, etc. 

Although one objective of reform is to provide definition of clear and predictable patterns of 

development, no information is given on how that will be achieved, and the proposals to reduce the 

extent of evidence required for plans to be approved, and the potential noted for machine-based 

decision making do not support the objective stated. 

Limiting policy setting to national level will both remove opportunity for local public scrutiny and lead 

to an inappropriate ‘one size fits all’ approach. 

While a clear and objective test of sustainability is to be welcomed, the proposals lack precision of 

what it would entail and how it would overcome the flaws in the present system, whereby at best a 

developer needs to state a few examples of distances from a site to shops and services (often giving 

false information) and offer a few short-term jobs for local builders in order for a proposal to be 

deemed sustainable. A new definition needs to make sure present and future communities genuinely 

gain from development, and the privilege developers are granted by being allowed to develop land 

must be balanced by genuine social, environmental and community benefits. 

The planned new method for calculating housing need needs further detailed review, but appears to 

be over-simplistic in using historical affordability and the number of existing dwellings in an area to 

account for factors that influence housing need in addition to population estimates, such as 

deprivation and social movement. Furthermore, more certainty and predictability would result by 

requiring housing need to defined at the settlement level, rather than at a local authority level. The 

latter will simply perpetuate the present arbitrary decisions that are often made on the distribution of 

growth, and which for rural settlements in particular, bear little resemblance to actual need or 

opportunities. 

The concept of automatic approvals for development in growth and possibly renewal areas is only valid 

if robust and detailed ‘rule books’ are in place to control and manage such approvals. The document 

gives no confidence that will be the case, since it aims to trim the length of plans and reduce scrutiny 

of them. 
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Faster decision making is to be welcomed. The sanctions for failing to meet timetables are not. 

Allowing automatic approval where decisions are late will result in unscrupulous developers simply 

flooding the system with applications such that timetable failure becomes guaranteed. 

It is unacceptable to set an arbitrary page limit to the length of a planning statement, regardless of 

individual circumstances or complexity. 

Digitising approvals would only work if the rules for approval were absolutely watertight with zero 

scope for interpretation. Those proposed are not. In addition, any software system has flaws and 

errors and needs regular updates. Would that mean revisiting applications that were reviewed with a 

flawed software version? Visual representation of proposals alone will inevitably be subject to 

interpretation. A picture tells a thousand words, but some words are still needed. This approach is 

naïve. It would far better be implemented, as least in the medium term and until systems are proven, 

by requiring a textual version of a Local Plan to be accompanied by extensive online mapping and 

illustrations that make the plan far more accessible, but without losing an adequate level of definition. 

Trials to create such maps and illustrations to accompany existing local plans should be instigated to 

assess practicalities and effectiveness, with alternate approaches published for consultation. 

It is suggested that design codes will limit the need for developer information, but the reverse is true, 

since developers must demonstrate compliance with those codes. 

Delegation of decisions to unelected planning officers is to be firmly resisted. The present system is rife 

with malpractice and corruption (see Transparency International’s recent report “Permission 

Accomplished”), that the proposals pay no attention to. 

The proposals pay far too little attention to the role of neighbourhood plans, which given the reduction 

in scope and extent of local plans, will need to play an even more important role than at present, if the 

ambition to implement a predictable rules-based system supported by radically reformed community 

engagement is to be realised in practice. The suggestions that plans could be prepared at street level 

are ludicrous, as they would lead to a complete hotch-potch of development. No recognition is given 

to the fact that many neighbourhood plans significantly improve on levels of growth set by local plans 

(Saham Toney example – 2.12 times the Local Plan target), thereby disproving the accusation often 

levelled at them of being prepared by ‘nimby’s’. What would also be helpful is for neighbourhood 

planning grants to be heavily weighted in favour of the community groups who prepare them, rather 

than the local authorities which often offer little support, yet receive the lion’s share of government 

funding at present. Money planned to be spent of ‘design gurus’ could also better be spent on 

additional support to neighbourhood plan groups. 

Proposal 10 shows a complete disregard for abuses in the current system with regard to build-out 

rates. As a fundamental part of reforming the system, measures must be introduced to seriously 

sanction developers who do not build out their permissions in an agreed timeframe (with the digging 

of a hole in the ground no longer being recognised as the start of build out), and to ensure the one 

million-plus approved houses awaiting constructed are built in say the next three years. The fact that 

this proposal comprises only 5 lines of text illustrates the Government’s failure to recognise this 

problem. 

Pillar 2 is essentially window dressing to try and hide the flaws in the proposals. Riding roughshod over 

local and community opinion and giving developers almost free-rein is not justified by the claim those 

houses will be beautiful. 



5 of 6 
 

Proposal 11 states that design codes and guides will simply be ‘more binding’. That is inconsistent with 

the supposed system rigour proposed elsewhere in the document. ‘More binding’ is not enough – 

codes and guides, once agreed, need to be fully binding. It is proposed that such codes and guides be 

produced by planners, with some sort of national oversight. This will lead to problems of inadequate 

community involvement and a failure to address issues at the neighbourhood level as noted elsewhere 

in these comments. The type of codes proposed will be subject to interpretation, and by being outside 

of plans will carry less weight, with the amount of weight they are given being subject to arbitrary 

decision making by unelected planning officers. 

‘Build beautiful’ cannot be a key pillar of reform when such woefully inadequate measures to 

implement and enforce it are proposed. 

Climate change, an overarching issue now and for future generations is given two paragraphs in 

Proposal 15, with no concrete proposals. This needs to be radically rethought and greatly enlarged in 

scope. 

The proposed simpler framework and assessment process for environmental impacts is inconsistent 

with the Environment Act, and the Government’s objective to rebuild greener. It will provide a charter 

to dramatically reduce environmental protections and is contrary to much scientific evidence and 

expert guidance. 

Setting ambitious targets in energy efficiency standards is welcomed, but needs to go further by 

ensuring such targets are imposed in legislation at a national level, not left to the whims of a local 

authority or open to developer challenge on viability grounds. 

The proposals for reforming the infrastructure levy are not sufficiently watertight to achieve their 

positive objectives. Developer payments will not automatically be directed to infrastructure 

improvements in areas affected by development and indeed may be diverted to other uses by local 

authorities. Rural areas with limited local authority representation will find funds go to larger urban 

settlements with greater representation who can vote to meet their own communities’ needs. The 

idea of local authorities being allowed to redirected levy payments to balance their budgets in other 

areas is a charter for abuse of the system. Additionally the proposals do not suggest that levy 

payments will be equitable with the vastly increased land values that result from planning permissions 

being granted, and so opportunities to radically upgrade local infrastructure in line with a radical 

increase in house-building will not be realised, although the failure to properly link the two is a 

fundamental flaw of the present system. 

There is insufficient recognition of the radical overhaul needed in the training / retraining of planners, 

the disruption that implementation of the reforms will bring to the whole system over a period of 

years, or the costs to the public purse that will result from not putting such costs directly on the 

shoulders of those who will benefit from the reforms – the development and building industries. 

Better enforcement is proposed. Firstly, it is unclear why that will be needed if the Government is 

confident its reforms will solve the problems of the present system. Secondly, enforcement comes at 

the final stage and is generally too late to properly right any wrongs. Full attention must be given to 

enforcement at the planning and application stage through a watertight set of planning rules. 

With regard to the four interim measures proposed: 

The housing requirement proposal is discussed above; 
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• Almost no attention is given to providing more genuinely-affordable housing (as opposed to the 

80% of market value definition). Focusing on the First Homes initiative will help one sector of 

society at the expense of others who will have even less access to an affordable home than 

they do now. No justification on a financial or needs basis, is given for allowing key workers 

favoured access to new homes. 

• Lifting the threshold for affordable homes to 40-50 dwellings means that in numerous rural 

areas no affordable housing will be delivered and local needs will remain unmet. Unscrupulous 

developers are likely to seek approvals for numerous smaller developments while the interim 

measures apply (likely to be in at least three years, probably more), to get round any need to 

provide affordable houses, then land bank those permissions, such that they will not be 

required to deliver affordable housing even if and when a reformed system again requires that. 

• Removing the need for major developments to present detailed plans and information prior to 

receiving permission in principle will also likely lead to much undesirable and uncontrolled 

development.  

In summary the radical reforms proposed lack sufficient detail or evidence and themselves need a 

radical and realistic rethink. They give the impression of being little more than the result of a think-

tank brainstorm, subsequently cherry-picked to best fit the mantra of ‘build, build, build’, then ‘topped 

and tailed’ to give the ideas a professional gloss, but actually lacking much substance. Brainstorms are 

of course a valid and useful tool, but the ideas they generate should be properly assessed and 

developed before consultation proposals are published. 

The good ideas in the proposals should be developed to a significantly greater level of detail and 

reforms introduced in a well thought out and logically staged manner, rather than all at once. The not 

undesirable ideas noted in these comments should of course be abandoned.  

 


