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DRAFT NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK:  CONSULTATION
The North West Transport Roundtable (NW TAR), as an organisation which was established to interact with the planning system and transport policy issues in particular, is deeply concerned about the Draft National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF).

The following is a summary of our views in bullet-point form.
· The heavy emphasis on economic growth is out of all proportion to good sense & reason
· The document fails to demonstrate the balanced approach so essential for good planning

· It neglects to properly address the all-important issue of environmental capacity
· We strongly disagree with the presumption in favour of development, particularly as such a poor definition has been offered of what constitutes ‘sustainable development’
· If not substantially re-written, the NPPF would not result in sustainable development
· The policy wording is far too loose; it would provide a field day for planning lawyers
· Towns and cities in need of urban regeneration would be left to decline
· Developers – unimpeded by a requirement to adopt a sequential land use approach – would pursue the easier option of building on greenfields
· There would be widespread urban sprawl especially in undesignated countryside
· Demands for more roads would increase and so would carbon emissions
· Attempts to hold back wrong development in the wrong places will be undermined by the requirement to produce very substantial (and no doubt costly) evidence against
· Principal authorities would be powerless to intervene; they are being told not to impose brownfield targets and to adopt a default position of saying ‘Yes’ to planning applications
·  The views of countless local communities as expressed in Supplementary Planning Documents are to be ignored; they are seen as a nuisance
· The tone of the NPPF is at odds with the government’s declared ‘Localism’ agenda
· Noise and light pollution need to feature in the NPPF

· It is harder than it used to be to challenge poor policies at examinations in public

· Local Authorities (LAs) need to be told by government to operate better cross-boundary, including in relation to the Green Belt, not merely encouraged to do so
· Local Enterprise Partnerships need to be made more democratic, more transparent and more accountable now that public funds are being channelled through them
· Development management is an important and essential tool.  So are Supplementary Planning Documents and also parking standards which can protect sensitive areas
· LAs should be advised to consider whether it might be better to reduce and consolidate some urban retail areas and re-allocate the land to housing

· Developers must be required to produce robust Transport Assessments, as well as Travel Plans, when they submit planning applications and these must be validated by the local planning authority

· Parking standards can protect sensitive areas and should be at the discretion of the LA
· There needs to be a requirement for LAs to have in place good quality cycling and walking policies which should encompass access to new and existing schools
· There needs to be an on-going focus on town centres and the loophole in the Draft NPPF allowing office development to take place out-of-town needs to be closed

· The sequential land use test needs to be kept to re-invigorate towns and cities and to protect the countryside, especially those parts of it without special designations
· Transport policy should require a year on year shift to more sustainable modes
· The test for turning down transport interventions needs to be fairer and better balanced and to take into account social and environmental issues as well as economic ones
·  The minerals policy should retain the requirement to transport as much as possible by sustainable modes, protect special areas and safeguard the long term use of the land
· Housing policies should be geared to avoid unnecessary urban sprawl

· The requirement for local authorities to allocate 20% extra land over and above a five year supply for housing should be dropped because more greenfields could be taken 

· The NPPF should contain policies about sustainable freight movements 
· There needs to be a greater emphasis on design and a recognition of the role that Supplementary Planning Documents can play in augmenting most types of policies
· Green Belt policy is weak and needs substantially tightening

· Protection of the natural environment should align with DEFRA’s White Paper of June
· Heritage assets must be seen as a non-renewable resource; protection must be better
· Ideally, previously developed land should be utilised for travellers’ sites  and there should be strict controls – in line with existing emerging policies


CONSULTATION QUESTIONS


Delivering Sustainable Development

Q.1a 
The Framework has the right approach to establishing and defining the presumption in favour of sustainable development.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A.
Strongly Disagree
Q.1b 
Do you have any comments?

A. The framework has a grossly unbalanced approach in favour of economic growth which is out of proportion to all good sense and reason.  It demands a presumption in favour of ‘sustainable development’ from principal authorities whilst failing to supply a solid definition of what that is, thereby providing a field day for planning lawyers.  It places far too much emphasis on perceived economic benefits, far too little on social and environmental issues and almost none on environmental capacity.
The threshold for rejecting development is set unreasonably high.  Local authorities, in effect, have to prove that a development would give rise to so many problems across all areas covered by the NPPF in order to turn it down.    
Q.2a 
The Framework has clarified the tests of soundness and introduces a useful additional test to ensure local plans are positively prepared to meet objectively assessed need and infrastructure requirements.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A.
Neither Agree nor Disagree

Q.2b 
Do you have comments?

A.
The introduction of the ‘soundness’ test (for the entire Core Strategy) by the last government, which appears to have been re-endorsed by this one, has made it harder for environmental NGOs and communities to engage with the plan-making system at the most decisive stage.  Previously, if an organisation, community or individual felt their principal authority had failed to listen to sensible arguments they had mounted at earlier stages in the preparation of their UDP or Local Plan, they had the right to make their arguments to the independent inspector at the examination in public (EIP).  They could appear on a single policy area if they chose.  Not infrequently, the result was an improve-ment to the wording of a policy.  But now it is assumed that a Core Strategy which has reached the EIP stage, following extensive consultation, must be basically ‘sound’.  Any challengers are supposed to take on the robustness of the entire plan.  This is beyond under-funded NGOs and communities.  Consequently, the process is now less inclusive than it used to be – and poorer for it. 
Joint Working

Q.2c
The policies for planning strategically across local boundaries provide a clear framework and enough flexibility for councils and other bodies to work together effectively.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree, Disagree, Strongly Disagree?

A. Disagree

Q.2d 
Do you have comments?
A. In our experience, Local Authorities (LAs) work in competition with each other and are poor at operating cross-boundary.  They only appear to do what they are required to do by government, rarely (or half-heartedly) what they are encouraged to.  This is a great pity because it means they fail to learn from each other’s best and worst practices.
We do not believe, however, that the establishment of the very undemocratic Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) is the answer to the problem.  Transparency is already an issue with them and so is the lack of accountability and the non-existence of any recognised protocol for engaging with wider stakeholders and taking their views on board.  They are a very strange and worrying concept, especially as public funds are now being channelled through them and they are gradually being handed more powers. 
Decision taking

Q.3a 
In the policies on development management, the level of detail is appropriate.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A. Strongly Disagree

Q.3b 
Do you have comments?

A. It is perfectly legitimate and appropriate for development management to be used to prevent the wrong type of development in the wrong place.  This important role should not be made harder to carry out.  But, effectively, that is what the Draft NPPF is endeavouring to do.  It also appears to be ignoring the need for planning enforcement and failing to recognise the important role that Supplementary Planning Documents can play, especially on the matter of design.
Q.4a
Any guidance needed to support the new Framework should be light-touch and could be provided by organisations outside government.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A. Strongly Disagree

Q.4b
What should any separate guidance cover and who is best placed to provide it?

Developers should be required to produce robust Transport Assessments and local authorities should be required to validate them.  (There is an extant requirement for their preparation but it is unclear where this currently lies).  Developers should also produce Travel Plans that are acceptable to the Local Authority.

Guidance is also needed on how to judge environmental capacity (undoubtedly best provided by the Environment Agency). English Heritage should advise on how best to conserve heritage assets and Natural England should advise on conservation of the wider countryside.  There also needs to be good design guidance (from RIBA?)
Community engagement is a major problem area.  Few LAs ever change their policies as a result of consultation with wider stakeholders/ the community.  More often than not it is viewed as a box-ticking exercise.  Could the DCLG not require LAs to explain to inspectors at Core Strategy EIPs how they changed policies following consultation?
Business and economic development

Q.5a
The ‘planning for business’ policies will encourage economic activity and give business the certainty and confidence to invest.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A.  Disagree

Q.5b
Do you have comments?

A. For planning to function properly, there needs to be clear parameters.  Previously there was a clear focus on town centres.  When the last government removed the ‘needs’ test for out-of-town development, the Conservatives were very critical of the move and promised in their ‘Open Source Planning’ document published in 2010 to “undo” this in order to stop out-of-town development.   However, instead of bringing back a greater emphasis on existing centres, the NPPF has removed more important contextual wording and made it much easier for office development/ business parks to be sited out-of-town.  This disregard for genuinely sustainable development patterns is deeply regrettable.
Q.5c
What market signals could be most useful in plan making and decisions and how could such information be best used to inform decisions?

A. The percentage of empty retail units in town centres should be one signal.  When local authorities are making judgements about the future of shopping areas in particular, there needs to be a more realistic approach.  In the past, the pattern has been to plan for ever expanding retail footage.  However, shopping patterns have changed dramatically.  More people shop on-line for greater choice and best prices and many have food delivered to their door.  Most shopping areas have many empty units.  It is difficult to see how this situation will change.  With the demand for more houses, would it not be more sensible if local authorities were obliges to consider reducing and consolidating some shopping areas?  Peripheral areas could be changed to housing, which would be very sustainable because of being sited in the town centres. This is an exercise which the NPPF could instruct local planning authorities to carry out.  But it should only apply to urban areas.   Rural areas need to retain basic services from a social and a sustainability viewpoint.
Similarly, assessments should be carried out on the number of vacant employment units and the amount of employment land allocated. If the amount of employment land held is unfeasibly high, ie. it would take longer than the duration of the Local Plan to use up at normal take-up rates, then some of it should be released for housing and mixed use.  Local authorities need to be instructed to carry out this exercise also.

Q.6a
The town centre policies will enable communities to encourage retail, business and leisure development in the right location and protect the vitality and viability of town centres.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree? 

A. Strongly Disagree

Q.6b
Do you have any comments?
A. If the wording in para. 78 of the Draft NPPF is adopted, the town centre first requirement would be significantly weakened.  The phrasing needs much improvement and the sequential land use test for office development should be retained.  Without it, there will be more traffic generating out-of-town developments. (Also see comments on Q.5c).
Transport

Q.7a
The policy on planning for transport takes the right approach.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A. Strongly Disagree

Q.7b
Do you have any comments?

A. The transport policy is seriously deficient.  It should be requiring a year on year shift to sustainable transport modes in order to match the planning policies of Scotland and Wales and in order to achieve compliance with the Climate Change Act and carbon reduction targets that the UK government has signed up to.        
Particularly pernicious is para. 86 which states that development should not be refused planning permission on transport grounds unless the residual impacts are “severe”.  No other policy in the Draft NPPF has such a criteria, which appears to demonstrate a lack of concern for social and environmental impacts.  On the other hand, Scottish policy highlights the importance of development not increasing car dependence and says permission should be refused where it does.  This is the approach which the NPPF should be adopting.  It should also be re-instating the Highways Agency’s right to block unsustainable planning development which would impact on their network. 
It is not appropriate to simply dismiss the idea of having parking standards.  They can actually be used to protect sensitive places such as Conservation Areas and heritage assets.  The decision about whether or not to adopt parking standards should be left to local authorities.

The NPPF draft wording is such that good walking and cycling provision could be discretely manoeuvred around by principal authorities if they do not appear to fit well within particular planning situations and, very strangely indeed, freight is not mentioned at all.  The NPPF should be setting targets for walking and cycling measures and acting as the cheerleader for getting more freight onto rail.  It also needs to tackle the issue of developers trying to utilise the cover of providing large multi-modal freight depots to crack open large areas of countryside/ Green Belt for commercial development and ware-housing.  Prior to the recession, this was an increasingly common phenomenon.  It has temporarily gone away but it will come back again when the economy picks up unless appropriate planning protection is in place to ensure this does not happen again.
Communications Infrastructure

Q.8a
Policy on communications infrastructure is adequate to allow communications and technology advances.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A. Disagree

Q.8b
Do you have any comments?

A. The idea of re-using existing masts is, on the face of it, attractive but many of the earlier masts are ugly and were poorly sited.  Some of the later ones have been better designed and more imaginatively positioned.  Siting and re-use should be at the discretion of the local authority.
Minerals

Q.9a
The policies on minerals planning adopt the right approach.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A. Strongly Disagree

Q.9b
Do you have any comments?

A. It is notable that the proposed new policy relating to minerals drops some of the key objectives in Minerals Policy Statement 1, notably the requirement “to promote the transport of minerals by sustainable modes, namely rail, sea or inland waterways”. This obviously sustainable objective should not be removed.  
Neither should the laudable requirements to “protect internationally and nationally designated areas of landscape value and nature conservation importance from minerals development other than in exceptional circumstances” and also “to protect and seek to enhance the overall quality of the environment once extraction has ceased through high standards of restoration and to safeguard the long-term potential of land for a wide range of after uses”.
Housing

Q.10a
The policies on housing will enable communities to deliver a wide choice of high quality homes, in the right location, to meet local demand.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A. Strongly Disagree

Q.10b
Do you have any comments?

A. The draft policies on housing pose a threat to the environment and particularly to undesignated parts of the countryside as a result of removing the requirement that there should be a sequential approach to land use.  Where houses are built on greenfield sites, new roads will have to be provided to service them.  Given the freedom of choice, developers are bound to prefer to build on greenfields rather than on brownfield sites.  The result will be that initiatives to bring about the regeneration of run down parts of towns and cities will fail.  There would also be an increase in greenhouse gas emissions because of the extent of urban sprawl.  
It is absolutely imperative that the planning system includes a requirement to adopt a sequential land use approach.
Also, the case for asking for a 20% land allocation for housing over and above the normal five year supply is very weak.  This could lead to unnecessary early pressures for the release of greenfield sites.
Planning for Schools

Q.11a
The policy on planning for schools takes the right approach.  Do you Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree? 

A. Disagree

Q.11b
Do you have any comments?

A. In establishing criteria for setting up new schools, we believe that the ability of children to walk or cycle to school should be considered to be an important factor.
In addition, we have concerns that the proposed criteria for allowing the sell-off of more school playing fields is not robust enough.   

Design

Q.12a
The policy on planning and design is appropriate and useful.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A. Strongly Disagree

Q.12b
Do you have any comments?
A. We do not agree with the attitude displayed in the Draft NPPF towards Supplementary Planning Documents (SPDs).   SPDs can serve many useful purposes, adding value to the main plans – especially on items such as design but also on transport issues.

Green Belt

Q.13a
The policy on planning and Green Belt gives a strong clear message on Green Belt protection.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A. Strongly Disagree

Q.13b
Do you have any comments?
A. Although, at first blush, the Draft NPPF affords protection to Green Belt, this is deceptive.  The presumption in favour of development could be interpreted to mean that planning proposals could only be refused if they were shown to harm the NPPF objectives as a whole.  Also, there appears to be little appreciation of the fact that the Green Belt designation was never related to the quality of land involved, nor to how disconnected cross-border policies would become between local authorities if there is no requirement for them to work in harmony with each other on Green Belt boundaries.  But, the most concerning matter of all is the proposal to drop the presumption against inappropriate development.  We note here the legal opinion of John Hobson, Q.C., issued on October 11th, 2011. Acting in his capacity as Honorary Standing Counsel for the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) he said:  “If the government do indeed wish to carry forward the protection of the Green Belt to the same degree as at present, the express presumption against inappropriate development in the Green Belt should be re-instated”.
There is also a potentially damaging assertion in the Impact Assessment.  It suggests that “local transport infrastructure” may not be inappropriate in Green Belt.  The reason offered is that this could help deliver public transport, but where is there any evidence that a Green Belt designation has held up the delivery of public transport?  There already exists (what we regard as) an unsustainable exception to Green Belt regulations which allows park and ride sites to be built on them.  This comment in the Impact Assessment appears to be heading towards making it easier for all transport infrastructure (including new roads) to be built in Green Belt.  How could this possibly align with the UK’s commitment to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and the Climate Change Act?
Climate Change

Q.14a
The policy relating to climate change takes the right approach.  Do you:  Strongly, Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A. Strongly Disagree

Q.14b
Do you have any comments?

A. The transport section of the NPPF is particularly weak in respect of reducing greenhouse gas emissions and thereby tackling climate change, but the housing section also fails to appreciate how urban sprawl would increase emissions.  Confining as much new development as possible to previously developed urban areas has the double effect of refreshing those areas and being the most sustainable option.  Building out into the countryside means creating entirely new series of new transport movements.
Natural and local environment

Q.15a
Policy relating to the natural and local environment provides the appropriate framework to protect and enhance the environment.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A. Strongly disagree

Q.15b
Do you have any comments?
A. The Draft NPPF leaves the undesignated countryside wide open for development, despite the fact that the Natural Environment White Paper, ‘The Natural Choice’, published by DEFRA in June promising to “retain the protection and improvement of the natural environment as core objectives of the planning system”.  Why is this commitment not enacted in the NPPF?
In addition, there is no mention here or anywhere else of noise or light pollution.  These need to be recognised in planning policy.

Historic environment

Q.16a
This policy provides the right level of protection for heritage assets.  Do you:  Strongly Agree/ Agree/ Neither Agree nor Disagree/ Disagree/ Strongly Disagree?

A. Disagree

Q.16b
Do you have any comments?

A. Not only does the North West Transport Roundtable disagree with this statement, so does the government’s own body responsible for it - English Heritage.  The most notable omission is the lack of a definitive statement that heritage assets are a non-renewable resource.   Nothing is said to help principal authorities reject planning applications in cases where the harm they would cause would be less than “substantial”.
There also needs to be some specific recognition that the wrong type of transport infrastructure in the wrong place can have a significant deleterious impact on heritage assets.
Impact Assessment
Q.17a Is the impact assessment a fair and reasonable representation of the costs,
benefits and impacts of introducing the framework?

A. No.  The impact assessment is reflective of the bias in the NPPF towards achieving economic growth.  It contains little acknowledgement of the importance of environmental and social issues.    

We would also point to our comment in response to Q.13b pointing out the potentially damaging assertion in the Impact Assessment that ‘local transport infrastructure’ may not be inappropriate in Green Belt.

17b
No comments on the individual impact assessment questions

Planning for Travellers

Q.18
Do you have views on the consistency of the draft Framework with the draft planning policy for traveller sites or any other comments about the Government’s plans to incorporate planning policy on traveller sites into the final NPPF?

A. There already is emerging policy on traveller sites which makes some very sensible suggestions, ie. that, ideally, previously developed land should be utilised, any development in the countryside outside of existing settlements should be strictly controlled and there should be a general presumption against sites in Green Belt.  This is very useful and should be carried forward into the NPPF.
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