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Recommendation

The Board is invited to CONSIDER the key components of the current Planning White Paper and their effect on sustainable economic development in the South East.  The Board is invited to COMMENT on the proposed lines to take in responding to the White Paper either individually or as part of a collective RDA response.




Background

1. The purpose of the Planning system in the UK is to deliver sustainable development which integrates economic, environmental and social objectives.  It has a major impact on SEEDA, the organisation’s own development activities and the delivery of RES objectives and wider economic objectives.  However there are major concerns that the Planning system is too slow and complex in delivering decisions on major projects, and gives economic considerations too little weight.
2. This issue has been a concern of the Government for several years, and is a concern which has also been voiced by RDAs.  Initially the most significant concern of Government was the impact of Planning on the supply of new homes, and the effect this had on the economy.  A review of Housing Supply was commissioned by the Treasury from a team led by economist Kate Barker.  This review, completed in 2004, led to changes in the way the Planning system delivers new housing, changes which are being taken further with recent announcements.

3. The Government subsequently turned its attention to the wider issue of how the land-use planning system can better deliver economic growth, and commissioned a further review from Kate Barker on the issue.  As a result of her recommendations a White Paper, “Planning for a Sustainable Future” has been published for consultation, with responses required by 17 August.  It proposes legislative and policy changes to the Planning system to address the concerns about decision making and economic issues, while retaining the key purpose of the system. 
4. The proposed changes raise significant questions about the needs of the economy and democratic accountability.  In particular there is a tension between the increased need to make decisions on major development quickly in response to the global economic challenge, and the expectations of amenity and environmental groups to retain their existing rights to be heard at planning inquiries and to influence the decisions of politicians.
5. This Board report sets out the background and key proposals in the White Paper, with a commentary on each, followed by proposed key lines of response.  It aims to provide the Board with a rounded view of the key issues outlined above.
Evidence Base – Major Reviews on Land Use Planning, Transport and Energy
6. A series of major reviews, recently commissioned by Government, looked at how planning and infrastructure delivery can best achieve economic development and deliver a sustainable future.  These reviews – the Barker Review of Land Use Planning, Eddington Transport Study and the Energy Review all reached similar conclusions on the role of planning.  These can be summarised as follows:
· Planning is a vital activity in integrating components of sustainable development and in giving stakeholders a voice in decisions on development,

· The growing challenges of issues such as economic globalisation, climate change and security of energy supply require a clear policy direction and a fast and responsive planning system, particularly for major projects,

· The current planning system requires some changes, particularly for major projects of national importance, in order to rise to these challenges.

7. These key findings, which are amplified in the Barker Review of land use planning, form the basis for the White Paper.  The key elements are set out below.

Key Proposals – Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects
8. The White Paper introduces several new measures which aim to speed up the planning process for nationally significant infrastructure projects.  The proposals include the production of National Policy Statements as well as the introduction of a new Independent Planning Commission to take decisions on such projects.
9. The National Policy Statements will set out Government policy on key aspects of infrastructure development, including roads, ports, airports, power generation, water supply and waste.  They will be subject to public consultation and parliamentary scrutiny prior to adoption, will take a long-term view (10 – 25 years) and be reviewed regularly, probably every five years.  In some cases the Statements will identify preferred locations.  In others it may be left to the private sector to bring forward proposals in the location best suited to the market.
10. The Independent Planning Commission will then be responsible for determining applications for major infrastructure projects of national importance.  Thresholds will be set to ensure only projects of national importance are covered.  The National Policy Statements will be the primary consideration in determining such applications, although the Commission would have the responsibility of determining whether local factors outweighed the National Policy.
Commentary
11. The National Policy Statements should provide clarity and certainty for promoters of major infrastructure projects.  Major investment is required in submitting applications for major schemes, and the Statements will encourage investment in the right schemes.  They should also reduce subsequent public inquiry time.
12. The Government has followed the recommendation in the Barker Review in proposing separate policy statements for each key infrastructure sector.  An alternative would be a National Spatial Strategy, as advocated by for example the Town and Country Planning Association’s Hetherington Commission.  This would have the benefit of linking the key infrastructure policies to each other and to other development issues including housing and economic development.  However the Government has concluded that it would be too complex and unwieldy to produce.

13. The White Paper proposes substantial consultation and testing of the National Policy Statements.  This is to be welcomed, particularly as the Statements are to be the primary consideration determining relevant planning applications.  It is vital to demonstrate that in speeding up the decision making process, there remains a fair opportunity for interested parties to input to and challenge planning policy. Without this there will be a greater risk of successful court action and/or direct action, which will result in delay, rather than speeding up, of the process.  

14. RDAs are specifically listed as bodies which could be included as consultees on relevant National Policy Statements.  This is to be welcomed as SEEDA, and other RDAs, will have a lot to contribute in terms of regional and economic expertise. The proposed testing would then be via parliamentary scrutiny, possibly through a Parliamentary Select Committee.  This is an unfamiliar form of scrutiny for planning policy, which is currently scrutinised through an Examination in Public, as was used for the South East Plan.  The relative benefits of an EiP as against a Select Committee in ensuring robust, fair and efficient testing need to be assessed. 
15. At present major infrastructure projects are considered at a public inquiry before a Government Inspector.  The Inspector makes a report to the Secretary of State, who then determines the application.  This process has been ineffective, not necessarily in the quality of decision making, but in its timeliness and complexity.  In the absence of clear national policy, the inquiries have been very lengthy, particularly in debating national need.  After that the decision by the Secretary of State has also been delayed in certain cases.   In addition a number of different consents under different legislation are required for major schemes, making the whole process very complex.  Examples of the overall time taken to reach a decision on projects include Heathrow Terminal 5 (77 months), Dibden Bay Container Terminal (36 months) and the London International Freight Terminal near Slough (28 months). 
16. The proposed Infrastructure Planning Commission will provide a significantly simplified and shorter process for making these decisions.  However the process will still be robust and inclusive.  The Commission will be a group of experts, who make a decision based on evidence of national need and local impacts.  They will do this in a forum which provides a voice for interested parties (including RDAs) and where they can carry out robust testing through public examination.  
17. Some commentators argue that setting up the commission will remove political influence over key planning decisions of national importance.  From the RDA perspective this should not be viewed as a concern.  RDAs themselves are bodies with a clear mandate from politicians but significant operational independence.  This is in effect the role being set up for the IPC, as the National Policy Statements will provide a clear political direction for the IPC to work within. 
Key Proposals – Planning Guidance for Economic Development
18. The White Paper proposes a new Planning Policy Statement on Planning for Economic Development, to replace the previous Government guidance note issued in 1992.  The Statement will set out how to plan for economic development at regional and local levels, and how economic development issues should be taken into account in making decisions on individual planning applications.  The draft guidance is expected this summer, with the final version published in 2008. 
Commentary
19.  This proposal was advocated to the Barker Review team by RDA Planning Leads, was supported by Barker and is now in the White Paper.   Planning Leads will continue to engage Government about its content prior to the publication of the Draft.  The aim will be to cover a range of matters key to RDAs including:
· Alignment between Regional Economic Strategies and Regional Spatial Strategies
· Quantity and Quality of land identified for economic development

· Planning for new forms of economic development 

· A flexible approach to unexpected opportunities 

20. Should the Board wish to receive one, a further report could be provided when the draft Planning Policy Statement is published.
Other Key Proposals
21. The White Paper makes a number of other proposals to streamline the Planning system and make it more responsive to economic issues.  These include:
· Reducing the number of stages that have to be gone through in producing the District-level Local Development Frameworks (LDFs)
· Taking more minor developments, including micro-renewable energy installations, and a range of house extensions out of the planning system altogether.
22. However, some proposals made in the Barker Review are not being taken forward:
· No changes are proposed on National Planning Policy for Green Belts.

· No change is to be made to the principle that the Development Plan (Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Frameworks) is the primary consideration when determining planning applications.  
Commentary
23. Taking micro-generation installations out of planning control will help to develop a more certain market for these products, which will support the RES objective.  The proposal to reduce the complexity of the process of preparing LDFs should also be welcomed as helping to improve Planning performance and speed.  
24. The proposal not to alter Green Belt policy could be seen as a missed opportunity.  However the Government is arguing that existing policy already allows for a review of Green Belt, and indeed in the East of England Plan the Government has introduced changes to allow for Green Belt reviews around several towns.  
Other Actions Carried by SEEDA during the Consultation Period
25. It is important during the consultation period to ensure SEEDA’s message is communicated, and also that the wider voice of business is heard.  To this end a range of activities are being carried out:

· The Chief Executive has taken up an invitation to be on a Planning Reform Sounding Board chaired by Cabinet Office.
· SEEDA arranged a consultation event for business leaders in the region to enable views to be voiced directly to a senior Cabinet Office Civil Servant.

· The Head of Planning took up an invitation to speak at a regional event hosted by GOSE, at which senior civil servants from CLG and Cabinet office were present.
Proposed Key Lines of Response
26. It is proposed that SEEDA’s key lines of response to the White Paper should be to:

· Strongly welcome the priority given to economic development and delivery of infrastructure in the White Paper.
· Welcome the proposed National Policy Statements for key infrastructure sectors, and their status as the primary consideration in determining subsequent planning applications.  However advise the Government that this must be accompanied by adequate consultation and testing of the statements to ensure public confidence. 

· Welcome the Independent Planning Commission as a suitable body to determine infrastructure applications of national importance, and welcome the reduction in the length and complexity of the decision making process which should result.
· Welcome the proposed Planning Policy Statement on Economic Development, to replace the now very out of date PPG4 guidance, and continue to work to influence the content of the draft Statement through RDA Planning Leads.
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