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Draft National Planning 
Policy Framework  

- Call for action!
The purpose of this briefing is to:

· Highlight some of the key issues arising from the draft National Planning Policy Framework 

· Provide signposts to more detailed briefings and information

· Encourage specific actions for individuals and groups
Briefing paper #66
Andy Yuille

Chairman 

North West Environment Link

andyy@cpre.org.uk 

Introduction
The draft National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) represents the biggest change to the planning system in England since it was first introduced in 1947. It is an attempt to slim down more than 1,000 pages of planning policy to little more than 50, although some elements, such as planning for waste and for nationally significant infrastructure projects, will be dealt with elsewhere. 

This briefing will highlight some of the key environmental, social and economic consequences that implementing the NPPF as it stands would have, provide links to more detailed sources of information, and set out a series of actions that you, or your group / organisation can take to improve the Framework and help retain environmental protection at the heart of the planning system. It is not intended to be a technical briefing. 
The consultation runs until October 17th. The sector-wide campaign to improve the NPPF is entering a critical stage. Time is running short, so if you are already aware of the issues, skip straight to the actions on page 5!

Key issues
1. The primacy of economic growth

The purpose of the planning system is to contribute to the achievement of sustainable development. Traditionally, this has meant achieving economic, environmental and social aims at the same time, in an integrated and balanced way. However, the NPPF rebalances this model in favour of economic growth. It repeatedly asserts, it a variety of more and less subtle ways, that economic growth and getting built development to happen should be given priority over other considerations.  It is clear and unequivocal when promoting growth, and often vague and caveated when referring to environmental protection. 

The Government claims that this is not the case. We would hope that it was not the intention, but it is undoubtedly the effect of the policies as written. The dismay of groups who promote and protect the natural and built environment for the benefit of the nation, and the delighted response of the development industry, indicate that in effect, the Framework downgrades environmental and social objectives, and private interests are privileged over the public interest.

2. The fallacy that it will be necessarily good for the economy

In such a dire economic climate, it may seem reasonable to some to privilege economic growth over other legitimate interests. But the effect of the NPPF is very unlikely to be significantly or sustained higher levels of growth. The main blocks on built development are a lack of access to affordable finance and a lack of effective demand. Lack of planning permissions or land supply is a relatively minor issue, as witnessed by the planning permissions for around 300,000 houses that developers have on land that they own – but which are not being built out.

The effect of the NPPF is less likely to be to significantly increase growth and development levels, but to shift where growth and development happens. Easy greenfield sites will inevitably be chosen over more difficult brownfield sites. Urban regeneration is likely to stall, replaced with urban sprawl. We will be left with a legacy of dereliction, blight and the associated social problems of inner city areas that we have done so much to revitalise over the past twenty years. 

This is not a case of environment versus economy, but of short-term financial gain for a very limited sector of the economy versus risking long-term damage to the spatial structure of the economy as a whole and to social cohesion. And it totally ignores the issue of natural capital which this Government criticized all previous administrations for ignoring, but which it claimed in its Natural Environment White Paper (see Briefings 60 & 61) would be at the heart of its economic thinking.

3. The presumption in favour of “sustainable” development

Everyone is in favour of sustainable development. The problem with the presumption enshrined in the NPPF – that the default answer to development should be “yes” - is that it leaves its definition so loose that it is virtually impossible to imagine any realistic development proposal so awful that an argument could not be made to a planning committee, Inspector or court that it can somehow be shoehorned in. All individual proposals should be approved wherever possible, the policy says - unless the adverse effects would significantly and demonstrably outweigh the benefits when assessed against the NPPF as a whole. And the NPPF as a whole privileges economic and built development interests above all others. 

4. Urban regeneration and countryside protection?

The word ‘regeneration’ barely gets a mention in the NPPF. The town centre-first policy is weakened by no longer applying it to offices. There is no mention anywhere of prioritising the use of brownfield land. The drive to direct development, on the whole, into the urban areas where it usually brings greater public benefit and less environmental harm, is drastically weakened.
Current planning policy for the countryside (Planning Policy Statement 7) says that “the Government's overall aim is to protect the countryside for the sake of its intrinsic character and beauty, the diversity of its landscapes, heritage and wildlife, the wealth of its natural resources and so it may be enjoyed by all” and this intention is echoed in the Coalition’s recent Natural Environment White Paper. This position is reversed in the NPPF, with the presumption in favour of “sustainable” development applying equally to urban areas and the undesignated open countryside that makes up over half of England.
The new proposal that land of lesser environmental quality should be used first is welcome, although it is weakened by caveats, as it enables recognition that some previously-developed sites now have a high biodiversity value. However, in order to promote sustainable patterns of development this needs to be used alongside, not instead of, prioritisation of brownfield sites that will contribute to urban regeneration.

5. The Local Plan and Neighbourhood Planning

As a result of stripping away the vast majority of national planning policy and all regional policy, the Local Plan will become even more important. However, the presumption in favour of “sustainable” development applies both to plan-making and decision-taking. Cynics might say that this almost creates a situation where a) no development proposal should be rejected, unless a local plan expressly forbids it, and b) local plans should not expressly forbid developments! Local plans will still be able to guide, steer, and shape development, but outside of areas that are already protected they seem generally unlikely to be able to prevent it – even if there are far more sustainable alternatives or there are highly damaging consequences.

Neighbourhood Plans are also woven throughout the NPPF. However, the “presumption in favour” and the positive approach to planning for growth apply equally to neighbourhood plans, with the added requirement of conforming to the “strategic policies” of the Local Plan - although confusingly, the Framework also says that Neighbourhood Plans will take precedence over existing policies in the Local Plan for that neighbourhood, where they are in conflict). Neighbourhood Plans will probably be useful for shaping detailed proposals for development in a very local area, but influencing the NPPF, followed by influencing the Local Plan, will be crucial to have any say about the amount and type of development in your area.

Other sources of information
This briefing is intended to highlight some of the key, albeit perhaps unintended, consequences of the NPPF as it currently stands, and to encourage readers to act to ensure that the necessary changes are made to it. There are many other sources of more detailed information about the NPPF, for example:

· The document itself, and its Impact Assessment, can be found at http://www.communities.gov.uk/planningandbuilding/planningsystem/planningpolicy/planningpolicyframework/.  But beware, a ‘myth-busting’ document is also on this site, which appears to perpetuate rather than dispel myths about the NPPF!

· A more politically-neutral “planning myth-busters” from professional planners’ body the RTPI is at http://www.rtpi.org.uk/download/12742/Planning-Myths.pdf. 

· Many briefings from environmental and social NGOs, such as:

· CPRE – the NPPF has been the major focus of recent in-depth CPRE South East bulletins at http://cprese.org.uk/news/ebulletin/ . A broader overview can be found at http://www.cpre.org.uk/what-we-do/housing-and-planning/planning/update/item/2522-radical-planning-shake-up-threatens-green-fields 

· National Trust - https://www.planningforpeople.org.uk/main/about 

· Friends of the Earth - http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/briefings/draft_nppf_failing_to_plan.pdf 

· The Wildlife Trusts – http://www.wildlifetrusts.org/sites/wt-main.live.drupal.precedenthost.co.uk/files/September%202011%20NPPF%20BRIEFING.doc 

· Urban Forum - http://www.urbanforum.org.uk/briefings/draft-national-planning-policy-framework-briefing 

· ACRE - http://www.acre.org.uk/Resources/publications/acre-briefings/Localism+Bill 

· 10 major environmental NGOs have submitted a joint, high level letter to the Government setting out their key demands for change to the NPPF and the Localism Bill. You may want to use this as the basis for further action: http://www.wildlifetrusts.org/sites/wt-main.live.drupal.precedenthost.co.uk/files/Joint%20planning%20statement%20210911%20FINAL.pdf 

Take Action
There are many ways that you can help influence the eventual shape of the NPPF and ensure that it does not sacrifice environmental protection for short-term financial gain. Please take as many of them as you can to help persuade the Government to keep to the commitments that the current draft undermines:

· Sign petitions - 38 degrees’ at http://www.38degrees.org.uk/page/s/save-our-countryside and the National Trust’s at https://www.planningforpeople.org.uk
· Respond to the consultation before October 17th: 

· The full document is at http://www.communities.gov.uk/planningandbuilding/planningsystem/planningpolicy/planningpolicyframework/; 

· CPRE has a draft response that you can send direct or adapt at http://e-activist.com/ea-action/action?ea.client.id=21&ea.campaign.id=11939&ea.tracking.id=cpre-web 

· The Woodland Trust also has guidance on responding at http://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/en/campaigning/planning-changes/Pages/nppf-consulatation.aspx 

· Email your MP or visit their surgeries. Many NGOs offer template emails. These can be sent as they are but will have more impact if you personalise them, for example:

· National Trust - https://www.planningforpeople.org.uk
· CPRE - http://e-activist.com/ea-action/action?ea.client.id=21&ea.campaign.id=11530&ea.tracking.id=cpre-web 

· Friends of the Earth - http://www.foe.co.uk/campaigns/fair_future/press_for_change/stop_planning_free_for_all_32477.html 

· Wildlife Trusts - http://www.wildlifetrusts.org/nppf 

· You can also adapt these templates to write to your local councillors – most councils will be responding to the NPPF and their views may well carry more weight with Government.

· Write to national and local papers – make sure the media and politicians know that the pressure is still on. This also helps to…

· Spread the word! Many of the websites above have Facebook & Twitter links etc. The National Trust’s https://www.planningforpeople.org.uk has posters for to print out. And please forward this briefing or any part of it, particularly these actions, around your friends, family, colleagues, networks - to anyone who cares about the future of our natural environment!
· Contribute to a response from NWEL. We will submit a high-level response based on the views already made known by our national organisations. If you have any specific issues, examples or case studies that you think we should include or that would strengthen our response, please contact andyy@cpre.org.uk ASAP.
VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. The purpose of VSNW is to ensure that the voluntary and community sector (VCS), in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West.

VSNW works with 150 members which

· work across the region directly supporting and delivering services for individuals, or

· are VCS infrastructure organisations (LIOs) that work with local voluntary and community groups.

VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination. The 40 generalist LIOs in membership of VSNW have a membership of 6,780 VCS groups and are in contact with 19,800 local voluntary and community sector groups in the North West – just under two-thirds (63%) of the region’s VCS groups.
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