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Alan C Scott

Department for Communities and Local Government 

National Planning Policy Framework

Zone 1/H6, Eland House,

Bressenden Place,

LONDON SW1E 5DU 

Dear Sir

We would like to take this opportunity to comment on the Governments current planning policy changes. We are a volunteer group representing 15 Parish Councils within both Forest Heath and East Cambridgeshire District Councils, with over 600 individual members.

The proposed new changes contained within the draft NPPF have given us great cause for concern. In order to ensure that our towns and cities become better places and our countryside is protected and improved, any changes to the national planning policy should,
· Recognise environmental limits as part of sustainable development, 

· Remove the presumption in favour of development, 

· Promote sustainable economic activity, 

· Allow local planners to say ‘no’ to damaging and inappropriate development,
· Ensure the countryside as a whole is protected from damaging development - not just our best landscapes,
· Give local planning authorities the ability to require the re use of previously developed land before building on greenfield sites.

It is essential that any planning system offers the protection that our towns and countryside deserve and that it truly champions sustainable development. 

According to the draft NPPF, the new policies are supposed to allocate the right sort of land in the right places for growth. The policy fails to recognise environmental limits, and fails to promote sustainable economic activity rather than growth.
While we recognize the need for our national economic situation to improve, no-one will gain if the quality of both the built environment and our countryside is sacrificed. The draft NPPF stresses business and "national economic policy" over conservation at every turn. The words development and business occur in the bill 340 times, the word countryside just four! 


We believe the wording contained within the draft NPPF is the weakest possible wording and is unenforceable. For example, it states “The purpose of the planning system is to contribute to the achievement of sustainable development. Sustainable development means development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (para 9). It goes on to say “A positive planning system is essential because, without growth, a sustainable future cannot be achieved.”

In contrast PPS1 states: “development plans should ensure that sustainable development is pursued an integrated manner, in line with the principles for sustainable development set out in the UK strategy” and “plan policies and planning decisions should be based on: - recognition of the limits of the environment to accept further development without irreversible damage”.

We believe it is essential that the draft NPPF is changed to recognize environmental limits as part of sustainable development.

The draft NPPF also introduces a presumption in favour of “sustainable” development.
The term ‘sustainable development’ offers little reassurances for our residents when it is set alongside a default ‘yes’ to development. We agree that development proposals should be in line with local views and local plans should be approved, but sustainable development, as written, is a contradiction in terms. It means development. 

We note that planning for development need only show it is "planned and undertaken responsibly". There is no definition of "responsibly". We feel such vagueness puts every rural acre in play as "worth a try". The Government must be clear that the environmental, social and economic implications of a development are considered and found to be sustainable before planning permission is granted. This means ensuring protection of the environment and a better quality of life for all, rather than prioritising economic growth regardless of the consequences.


We believe it is essential that the draft NPPF is changed to allow local planners to say ‘no’ to damaging and inappropriate development, removing the presumption in favour of development.
The current Planning Policy Statements (PPS) and the preceding generation of Guidance Statements (PPG’s), set out how the planning system should strike a balance between the many competing interests.  These documents are very detailed and contain much wisdom gleaned over many decades of planning practice. The current system has effectively mediated the wider national and private interests successfully and has been admired internationally as fair and democratic. They are seen to be far clearer and provide the guidance for developers and the protection for residents and communities.
The proposed revisions will reduce the many thousands of pages of detailed guidance to only 52 pages! Inevitably this process will result in the loss of much valuable detail. 

Under the new NPPF the default answer to development would be ‘yes’ where there is no relevant up to date local plan. In those cases, planning approval is to be assumed. It is also to be assumed "wherever the plan is silent, indeterminate or where relevant policies are out of date", an alarming assumption for those residents relying on their local plan to protect them against speculative, unwanted and unnecessary development.

We believe it is essential that the draft NPPF is changed in order to promote truly meaningful sustainable economic activity and allow local planners to say ‘no’ to damaging and inappropriate development,
Our concerns with the draft NPPF, continue when we note that office development has been removed from the categories of development that should be preferentially directed to town centres. We believe this will undermine urban regeneration whilst encouraging out of town schemes. 

Furthermore, it is our opinion that the transport policy has been weakened with the removal of references to reducing the use of the private car, replaced with “manage patterns of growth to make the fullest use of public transport, walking and cycling, and focus significant development in locations which are or can be made sustainable” (para 19)

The pressure of economic growth on finite resources is most apparent in the draft NPPF section on minerals which requires local authorities to “give significant weight to the benefits of the mineral extraction, including to the economy” (para 103). In contrast the current Minerals Planning Guidance stresses the need “to ensure, so far as practicable, the prudent, efficient and sustainable use of minerals and recycling of suitable materials, thereby minimising the requirement for new primary extraction;” (para 9).

As minerals extraction is constrained to particular places, often in rural locations and has extremely damaging impacts on the environment, further detail on mitigation and dealing with permissions should be contained in additional technical guidance.

CONCLUSION

· The draft NPPF redefines sustainable development as growth, and in particular refuses to recognise environmental limits.

· The presumption in favour of development will undermine the local plan, and could undermine community input. It could also lead to poor and inappropriate development.

· The draft policies in the NPPF ranging from housing to transport to minerals, are all underpinned by a drive to permit development and not by sustainable development principles that recognise environmental limits. 

It would seem that the planning system is being appropriated to drive unsustainable, poor quality growth of a certain type forward, which we believe will be at the expense of communities and the environment.

We would like to see that our concerns, comments and suggestions are noted and that the final NPPF reflects our suggestions.


Yours sincerely

Dr Allan Marchington

Chairman

Five Villages Preservation Trust 
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