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Housing White Paper ‘Planning for the future’ 

Here are my initial thoughts on the Planning White Paper. 

The White Paper has been greeted with a degree of scepticism given the headline news 

relating to the need for greater levels of development and the potential for more development 

to proceed through permitted development rights.  

As yet, there are no firm proposals and as many have said, the devil will be in the detail, but 

the direction of travel is clear. More development is needed and the Government has 

determined that this can be achieved by streamlining and modernising the planning system.  

I believe that there will be many of YourLocale’s customers who agree with the underlying 

premise that the planning system is ‘outdated and ineffective’. Further, the need for a system 

that gives communities a ‘greater say over what gets built in your community’ is one of the key 

reasons Parishes decide to undertake a neighbourhood plan. The desire to address the 

unpredictability of current planning decisions is met with the intention in the White Paper of 

delivering a ‘simpler, faster and more predictable system’. 

We would all agree with this, as we would with the aspiration in the introduction to the White 

Paper to provide ‘the homes we need, in the places we want to live at prices we can afford’. 

The inadequacies of the current arrangements are summed up in the statement ‘Planning 

decisions are discretionary rather than rule based: nearly all decisions to grant consent are 

undertaken on a case by case basis, rather than determined by clear rules for what can, and 

cannot, be done’. 

The problem is that the White Paper is light on the key detail that would satisfactorily translate 

this laudable aspiration into a set of working proposals that will make a positive difference.  

Although the detail is lacking, the principles underpinning the document are clear. It would be 

helpful if Parishes took the chance to respond to the consultation to help make sure that the 

final document achieves the need for speed and consistency whilst also safeguarding what is 

‘special’ in local communities. 

The White Paper proposes introducing a wide range of national policies, with opportunities for 

local variation where appropriate and faster and streamlined Local Plans (to be produced in 30 

months rather than 7 years as at present and to be around 30% the size of current Local Plans). 

Its vision is for planning to be ‘ambitious’ and to create ‘beautiful’ new development with 

communities having an earlier and more meaningful voice. 

This streamlined process will seek to deliver a modernised service with a digital platform; will 

focus on design; improve infrastructure delivery and provide more land for development to 

meet increased housing delivery targets. 

There are a number of key proposals outlined in the White Paper. 

Perhaps the most controversial is the identification of three categories of land: growth for 

substantial development; renewal for small scale development and ‘gentle diversification’; and 

protected where there will be more stringent controls. There will be clear rules for 

development according to the area in which the proposal is situated.  
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Other proposals introduce greater weight to design guides to reflect local circumstances; a 

single ‘sustainability test’ to determine issues such as environmental impacts; revised national 

housing targets down to the local level; an automatic permission for development in growth 

areas; faster and more certain decision-making and proposals to speed-up the build out rate 

once planning has been approved. 

It is proposal 9 that will interest us most. This starts by saying ‘Neighbourhood Plans should be 

retained as an important means of community input.’ It goes on to describe the potential to 

make better use of digital tools and to ‘become more focussed to reflect our proposals for 

Local Plans.’ It is clear that the Government want neighbourhood planning to stay, but it is also 

clear that they are looking to review and reform their use to align with the new arrangements 

for Local Plans – most likely a focus on development and design. In stating their desire to see 

neighbourhood plans continue and ‘help spread their use further’, it is also interesting that the 

Government envisages extending neighbourhood planning into very small areas, such as 

individual streets. Pilot projects are to be introduced to explore this opportunity. 

Other proposals include measures to improve design, to require development to deliver ‘net 

gains’ to enhance the natural and historic environment; to introduce a national infrastructure 

levy (which will enable Parish Councils with a Neighbourhood Plan to gain a financial advantage 

from development) and enhancing enforcement measures to make sure the proposals are 

enacted. 

Disappointingly, there is very little relating to climate change. 

I think that most people will welcome the commitment to modernise the planning system – it 

is the nature of that modernisation that is important and is yet to be revealed. The broad 

structure is outlined in the White Paper, but the devil is most definitely in the detail, and most 

people will reserve judgement until this becomes clearer.  

The introduction to the White Paper describes the lack of trust people have in the planning 

system. It is inevitable that this distrust will affect the way people view the proposals contained 

in the White Paper, until the detail is available for people to see. If the commitment to involve 

local communities in the shaping of their communities is followed through, it will be broadly 

welcomed. If the emphasis is on nationally determined policies with limited local input it will 

not be.  

It will be very interesting to see what the responses are in relation to the consultation exercise. 

The proposals question the future role of District and Borough Councils as local planning 

authorities as streamlined Local Plans will be very limited in their scope and discretion will be 

reduced, with most planning policies being national ones and planning decisions becoming 

more systematic in their determination, less reliant on personal interpretation. 

The changes in relation to national infrastructure rates are interesting and give financial 

advantage to Parishes with neighbourhood plans, but the White Paper is silent on how this can 

be applied in areas with low land values and limited margins. 

There is little on transition from the current system to the new one and how the existing 

strategic documents (NPPF; Local Plans and Neighbourhood Plans) will interact as the new 
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system takes shape. It is to be hoped and expected that neighbourhood plans will remain 

active until the new system beds down with all new policy documents in place. 

The introduction of a standard measure of housing need will provide clarity about how many 

new homes are required locally and the general areas where development may take place. It is 

important that this is used as a cap on development in excess of these targets unless locally 

identified need indicates otherwise. This will add weight to a neighbourhood plan identifying 

suitable sites to meet its identified need whilst protecting other more sensitive areas. This is a 

logical extension of the provision of local housing targets, but this link is not made in the White 

Paper as published. 

Finally – the continued support proposed within the White Paper for neighbourhood plans is 

welcomed. They are likely to be streamlined and reformed in the future in line with the 

changes proposed for Local Plans, but there is every opportunity for them to remain an 

important part of the planning system – indeed, the move to more national standards 

increases the potential role of neighbourhood plans in providing the evidence for local 

variation. Little is said about how areas are to be defined as falling into the ‘protections’ 

category – this might be an area where local people through neighbourhood plans can assist in 

identifying locally important areas in addition to housing related issues such as type, location 

and design. 

Some neighbourhood plan groups have questioned the value of continuing with their 

neighbourhood plan in the current uncertain climate. I strongly believe that this uncertainty is 

a reason for moving ahead at pace. Having a neighbourhood plan in place provides certainty 

amidst the confusion and affords some reassurance that local issues will have weight in the 

system whilst that system takes shape. 

The aspirations identified by the Government in the introductory sections of the White Paper 

for meeting local need, understanding local design issues and by involving local people 

meaningfully in the process, could be met by increasing the role of neighbourhood planning, 

and this might be something that Parishes would like to stress in their responses to the 

consultation currently underway. 
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