Dear Alan C Scott

Please receive my comments on the Draft National Planning Policy Framework (DNPPF).

John D Clare
25 Haslewood Road
Newton Aycliffe
County Durham
DL5 4XF

Summary

1.
There may some argument to ‘free up’ planning restrictions (c.f. §1).

2.
It will be a disaster to replace the existing specific regulations and safeguards with the vague generalities of the DNPPF (c.f. §2.1).
3.
The requirement to say ‘yes’ in ¶19 is too permissive and must be removed (c.f. §2.2).
4.
I object to the unrealistic burden placed in ¶20-52 upon Local and Neighbourhood Plans to define the explicit limits to development (c.f. §2.3).
5.
This is particularly so because the DNPPF grants permission where the Plan is ‘silent or indeterminate’ (¶14) – this automatic consent must be deleted (c.f. §2.3.6).
6.
I object to the blanket presumption in favour of sustainable development, and feel that the DNPPF goes much too far in helping development of (¶133-147) Green Belt land and (¶176-191) heritage assets (c.f. §§2.4, 3.1 and 3.4).

7.
This is particularly so because ‘sustainable’ development is inadequately defined in the DNPPF (¶10) – the definition should be much more precise (c.f. §2.4.2).
8.
I object that renewable energy projects seem to be regarded as sustainable by definition – the DNPPF (e.g. ¶146 and ¶153) is a carte blanche for energy companies to cover the country with wind farms (c.f. §§3.2 and 3.3).
9.
I object to the lack of need for developments to be aesthetic (¶119), or compatible with the existing townscape (¶151); ALL development should be required to be attractive, sympathetic to the locality, and in the vernacular materials and style (c.f. §§3.5 and 3.6). 

10.
Provision regarding polluting developments (¶172) is utterly inadequate (c.f. §3.7).
11.
I object to the blanket proscription of rural housing in ¶113.  Rural house-building could be accommodated provided it was appropriate style and size, aesthetic and visually pleasing, sympathetic to the locality, and in the vernacular.  By contrast, the DNPPF’s exception for ‘innovative’ houses should be removed (c.f. §3.8).
12.
If adequate, the DNPPF’s suggestions for protecting the natural environment are welcome (c.f. §4.1).

13.
I agree that a community should be able to set its own housing density (¶109) – in Newton Aycliffe we have plenty of building land available, and would welcome the opportunity to be able to build attractive, low-density housing estates (c.f. §4.2).  

14.
I also approve of the proposal to remove the requirement to use brown field sites first (¶19) – in Newton Aycliffe we are opposed to ‘infilling’ which will make our town more crowded (c.f. §4.3).
15.
Living in a town with an appalling town centre, I also welcome the provisions (¶76-80) for town centre development (c.f. §4.4).
16.
Housing development in town should be ‘green lattice’ development (c.f. §5).
1.
Is there a need for change?

1.1
Existing planning restricts both housing and economic development, tying my town of Aycliffe to developing areas, some of which were assigned in the 1970s and are no longer attractive – there have been regular ‘cries of outrage’ as residents have realised that developments have been accepted, and rejected, inappropriately.


The Plan was always ‘being rewritten’, which meant that it never changed, though we are told that a new plan is due to be issued soon.

1.2
Therefore there is a lot to applaud in the DNPPF; many of the ideas are positive and enabling, and this submission is not a blanket objection.

1.3
However, it needs to be appreciated that most of the ‘cries of outrage’ were to oppose developments which were felt to be inappropriate.  People’s reaction to proposed development is often to OPPOSE it.

2.
General Objections

2.1
Replacing Existing Planning Rules
2.1.1
The Minister for Planning’s Foreword states that the DNPPF is ‘replacing over a thousand pages of national policy’.

2.1.2
Those existing 1300 pages of planning rules were developed to protect us against predator development.  
2.1.3
Replacing these rules with a few general principles is mistaken; the danger is that the guidance is much too unspecific, and as such allows inappropriate development willy-nilly.

2.1.4
Not all rules are restrictive; good rules are enabling.  They help applicants to prepare their applications.  And in the planning process, both Planning Authorities (to make a professional judgement) and applicants (to appeal rejections) need to be able to measure those applications against clear rules.
2.1.5
If the DNPPF was a statement of principle – a statement for the guidance of planners as they apply the existing rules – then I would probably have by-and-large supported it.  As a replacement for those rules, it is woolly and over-permissive and will simply lead to inconsistency and inequity in decision-making.

2.2
An Inability to Say ‘No’

2.2.1
I fear that the net result of replacing the rules with these principles is that Planners will never dare to say ‘no’ to anything – the lack of explicit precision in the guidance will leave them so open to legal appeal that their reaction will just be always to say ‘yes’.

2.2.2
This is stated explicitly – intentionally? – in ¶19 of the DNPPF: ‘Decision-takers at every level should assume that the default answer to development proposals is “yes”, except where this would compromise the key sustainable development principles set out in this Framework’.


But the ‘key sustainable development principle set out in the Ministerial Foreword to the DNPPF is that ‘development that is sustainable should go ahead, without delay – a presumption in favour of sustainable development that is the basis for every plan, and every decision.’


Thus the DNPPF contains at heart a circular argument – that development that is sustainable should go ahead on principle … and that that principle is that sustainable development should go ahead.
2.2.3
I have a suspicion that the people who developed the DNPPF forgot that they were starting off by abolishing the existing rules.  As they worked, always at the back of their minds they had a presumption of restrictive rules which needed breaking open.  Thus throughout the document they are laying down reasons NOT to say ‘no’ – without realising that they have not yet defined the grounds on which to say ‘no’ in the first place.

Thus the entire document is shot through with exceptions/opportunities to overcome rules which they have not defined.


Nowhere in the document does it systematically define grounds on which an application will be refused.

2.2.4
I live on a modest private housing estate.  I have yet to find anybody who can show me in the document the guidance which will prevent me from using my garden to build a three-story block of flats with cavity-wall insulation and photovoltaic tiles.

If this is so, then the DNPPF is a charter for unrestricted, inappropriate, uncontrolled predator/opportunistic developers to do as they please, where they please.

2.3
Unrealistic Expectations of the Local Authority
2.3.1
It will be no doubt suggested that the explicit specific regulations which will stop me building a block of flats in my back garden will be encompassed in my Local or Neighbourhood Plan (¶20-52, specifically ¶22).
2.3.2
If this is so, then I object to the unrealistic burden placed upon Local and Neighbourhood Plans to define the explicit limits to development.
2.3.3
It is an unrealistic and burdensome ‘ask’, firstly, because no Local Plan can hope to appropriate and apply the safeguards contained in 1300 pages of rules – so something must and will be missed.
2.3.4
It is also an unrealistic ‘ask’ because the DHPPF also – notably in ¶39-40 and ¶48, and also in ¶51, which instructs Local Planners to ‘avoid duplicating planning processes for non‑strategic policies where a neighbourhood plan is in preparation’ – places significant restrictions on what the Local Plan is able to deliver in terms of rules and planning safeguards.
2.3.5
Indeed, ¶51 also gives Neighbourhood Plans ‘precedence over existing policies in the Local Plan for that neighbourhood, where they are in conflict’.  At this point, therefore, responsibility for protection of the existing environment against inappropriate development will fall, not on the County Council, but on the Parish Council, and in some cases groups of ?10 neighbours who have formed a ‘neighbourhood group’.

Despite the safeguards suggested in the DNPPF, this places an unrealistic expectation upon a Parish Council to be able to summarise and apply decades of planning expertise to safeguard the community against inappropriate development.
2.3.6 
This is especially so because the DNPPF grants permission ‘where the plan is absent, silent, indeterminate or where relevant policies are out of date’ (¶14).

This provision is outrageous and must be deleted, because it essentially says to a developer: ‘Go through the Neighbourhood Plans looking for a loophole, because – if you find one – you have full authority to exploit it to the maximum, and no one will have any authority to say no to whatever you propose’. 

This is terrifying in a situation where we are moving from safeguard-by-central-regulation to safeguard-by-Neighbourhood-Plan.

2.3.7
It may well be, as the Ministerial Foreword says, that the purpose of the planning system is to promote sustainable development.  But, surely, have not the past two centuries taught us also that the purpose of government is to protect us from unrestrained, unrestricted, ‘predator’ development?  It is clear in my mind that this Framework is too lax towards the former, and insufficiently geared towards the latter.

2.4
The Presumption in Favour of Sustainable Development
2.4.1
The phrase ‘sustainable development’ is positive by default, and almost impossible to disagree with – saying that you’re against sustainable development is like saying that you’re against a Happy Christmas.


However, you have to realise that this is just a linguistic trick; the concept is less convincing than the phrase suggests.

When you begin to drill into the idea of ‘sustainable development’, you realise that – like Christmas – it is not always going to be as happy as you would like it to be.

2.4.2
Firstly, ‘sustainable development’ is inadequately defined in the DNPPF (¶10) – the definition should be much more precise.  


PPS1 (2005), itself based on earlier documents, developed a definition of sustainable development which occupied 16 pages and which investigated concepts such as Social Cohesion and Inclusion, Protection and Enhancement of the Environment, Prudent use of Natural Resources, Sustainable Economic Development, Spatial Planning and Design.

Instead, the DNPPF proposes a vague definition which highlights:

a. a strong, responsive and competitive economy, 

b. growth and innovation

c. the provision of infrastructure

d. strong, vibrant and healthy communities

e. an increased supply of housing 

f. a good quality built environment

g. accessible local services 

h. to protect and enhance of our natural, built and historic environment, 

i. to use natural resources prudently

j. to mitigate and adapt to climate change, including moving to a low-carbon economy.

Some of these (notably a, b, c and j) are far from being an unqualified ‘benefits to the community’, and others (e.g. e and g) can be negative where unwisely or inappropriately applied.

2.4.3
I therefore object to the blanket presumption in favour of ‘sustainable development’ (as defined), and feel in particular that the DNPPF goes much too far in allowing development of Green Belt land (¶133-147) and heritage assets (¶176-191) on the grounds of ‘benefit to the community’ (see §3.1 below).
2.4.4
I particularly object that renewable energy projects seem to be regarded as sustainable by definition – the DNPPF is a carte blanche for energy companies to cover the country with wind farms (e.g. ¶146 and ¶153) – see §§3.2 and 3.3 below.
3.
Specific Objections

3.1
¶144-145 – Plundering the Green Belt 
3.1.1
The section in the DNPPF on the Green Belt starts off very encouragingly: 
133. 
The fundamental aim of Green Belt policy is to prevent urban sprawl by keeping land permanently open; the essential characteristics of Green Belts are their openness and their permanence.

It then blurs the edges:
137. 
Once established, Green Belt boundaries should only be altered in exceptional circumstances.

And then it defines (¶144-145) a swathe of circumstances which will be regarded as ‘exceptional’, including agricultural buildings, outdoor recreation facilities, the replacement, extension or alteration of buildings, infilling in villages, affordable housing, complete redevelopment of previously developed sites, mineral extraction, engineering operations, local transport infrastructure and any development brought forward under a Community Right to Build Order.
3.1.2
This, to my mind, is not ‘protection of our natural environment’; I therefore object to the DNPPF’s provision for Green Belt, which needs to focus much more on what is NOT going to be allowed.


The Green Belt was set up to protect land which is a national community asset, and the DNPPF amounts to a right to loot.
3.2
¶146 – Wind farms in Green Belt
3.2.1
¶146 is particularly heinous.

Again, it starts encouragingly, stating that:

146. 
When located in the Green Belt, elements of many renewable energy projects will comprise inappropriate development…

It then blurs the edges:

146. 
... In such cases developers will need to demonstrate very special circumstances if projects are to proceed…

And then turns the whole thing on its head by stating:

146. 
... Such very special circumstances may include the wider environmental benefits associated with increased production of energy from renewable sources.
3.2.2
Thus it comprises a completely circular argument: ‘renewable energy projects will need very special circumstances; and such a very special circumstance will be a renewable energy project’.


The DNPPF is therefore a carte blanche for energy companies to cover the Green Belt with wind farms, on the argument that they are wind farms and therefore sustainable by definition.

3.2.3
I therefore object strenuously to ¶146; in my mind, it should state simply and clearly: ‘When located in the Green Belt, elements of many renewable energy projects will comprise inappropriate development’ … and leave it at that.
3.3
¶153 – Unrestricted Renewable energy
3.3.1
‘Renewable energy’, like ‘sustainable development’, is a positive phrase which to oppose makes you sound like the Grinch who stole Christmas.

However, like ‘sustainable development’, in practice it is far from being an unqualified benefit to the community.
3.3.2
¶148-153 outline the DNPPF’s provisions to encourage the move to a low carbon economy including, appropriately, requiring Local Plans to identify suitable areas for renewable and low-carbon energy sources (¶152c).


However, it then (¶152c) requires Planning Authorities to ‘approve the application if its impacts are (or can be made) acceptable’ (¶153b).

Then, finally, it states:
153. 
... Once opportunity areas for renewable and low-carbon energy have been mapped in plans, local planning authorities should also expect subsequent applications for commercial scale projects outside these areas to demonstrate that the proposed location meets the criteria used in identifying opportunity areas…

This final provision amounts to wind farms by sleight of hand!  What it says to developers is that, once a Local Plan has identified an area as appropriate for wind farms, they can apply to site a wind farm ANYWHERE (‘outside these areas’) provided that they can demonstrate that the criteria in the new area match the criteria in the designated areas.

Since the key criterion for a renewable energy project is that it is sustainable by virtue that it is a renewable energy project, I fear that this provision amounts to a carte blanche to build wind farms almost anywhere a wind farm would be feasible.

3.3.3
I therefore object to ¶153 in its entirety, and wish it removed from the guidance.

3.4
¶184-185 – Wrecking Heritage Assets 
3.4.1
In a now-familiar pattern, the section on heritage assets (¶176-191) begins very positively, outlining the need to preserve and protect heritage assets:
176. 
The Government’s objective is that the historic environment and its heritage assets should be conserved and enjoyed for the quality of life they bring to this and future generations.

By ¶183, the edges are beginning to blur:
183. 
… As heritage assets are irreplaceable, any harm or loss should require clear and convincing justification...

And by ¶184, the DNPPF is considering applications which ‘will lead to substantial harm to or total loss of significance of a designated heritage asset’, and stating that acceptable (‘exceptional’) conditions include:

· ‘unless it can be demonstrated that the substantial harm or loss is necessary to achieve substantial public benefits that outweigh that harm or loss’, or
· ‘the harm or loss is outweighed by the benefit of bringing the site back into use’.


Until ¶185 requires Planning Authorities that ‘a balanced judgement will be required having regard to the presumption in favour of sustainable development’.  

3.4.2
Again, the wording of ¶184-185 is too vague, and gives developers too many grounds on which to develop heritage assets.  

I therefore wish ¶184-185 to be re-written, to ‘tighten up’ the provisions, and to make them more restrictive.

3.4.3
Similarly, when dealing with heritage assets, ¶151 states:

151. 
Local planning authorities should not refuse planning permission for well-designed buildings … unless the concern relates to a designated heritage asset and the impact would cause material harm to the asset or its setting, and this harm is not outweighed by the proposal’s wider social, economic and environmental benefits. [my italics]

Again, I object strongly to the caveat I have denoted in italics, and request that this be deleted.
3.5
¶119 – Allowing the Ugly
3.5.1
¶119 states:

119. 
Although visual appearance and the architecture of individual buildings are important factors, securing high quality and inclusive design goes beyond aesthetic considerations.


This is totally unacceptable.  ALL developments should be required to be aesthetic and visually pleasing, sympathetic to the locality, and preferably in the vernacular materials and style.  
3.6
¶151 – Accepting the ‘sore thumb’
3.6.1
¶151 states:

151. 
Local planning authorities should not refuse planning permission for well-designed buildings or infrastructure which promote high levels of sustainability because of concerns about incompatibility with an existing townscape...


Again, this is totally unacceptable.  ALL developments should be required to be aesthetic and visually pleasing, sympathetic to the locality, and preferably in the vernacular materials and style.  

3.7
¶172 – Permitting polluters
3.7.1
Provision regarding polluting developments (¶172) is utterly unacceptable.

3.7.2
The DNPPF states, regarding risks from pollution, that:

172.
… local planning authorities should focus on whether the development itself is an acceptable use of the land, and the impact of the use, rather than the control of processes or emissions themselves where these are subject to approval under pollution control regimes. Planning authorities should assume that these regimes will operate effectively...

in other words, that risk of pollution is NOT a substantive planning issue.

This is an horrific suggestion.  

Not only should ‘the control of processes and emissions’ be a planning issue above and beyond the statutory control regimes, but planning ought also to take into account what would happen if things went wrong – if the control regimes failed.

Not to do so, is to expose citizens to terrifying risks.


By the terms of ¶172, a Planning Authority considering an application to site a phosgene factory next to a school would not be allowed to consider the pollution risk, only the sustainability, land use and benefit to the community.

3.7.3
¶172 then goes on to say:

172.
… Equally, where a planning decision has been made on a particular development, the planning issues should not be revisited through the permitting regimes operated by pollution control authorities.

which is an obscure statement, but appears to mean that, once planning permission has been granted (on the grounds of sustainability, land use and benefit to the community), the Planning Authority is irrevocably bound by that decision .. whatever the pollution control authorities turn up.

If this is so, or even if such an interpretation might be placed upon this, then I object to this strenuously.

3.8
¶113 – Restricting rural housing
3.8.1
¶113 restricts house-building in rural areas, viz.

113. 
…local planning authorities should avoid isolated homes in the countryside unless there are special circumstances…

although it goes on to exclude a number of situation, including: homes for rural workers; the re-use redundant or disused buildings; the preservation of buildings of special architectural or historic interest and (alarmingly vaguely) ‘where the development would and lead to an enhancement to the immediate setting’.
3.8.2
I object to this restriction on house-building in rural areas.


If you go into Weardale, which was once a populous lead-mining area, you will see that it was once FULL of houses and villages, and still has relatively dense housing.  This relatively high density does not in any way detract from the attractiveness or ‘rural feel’ of the area.


Thus, where the houses are of an appropriate style and size, aesthetic and visually pleasing, sympathetic to the locality, and in the vernacular, rural areas can carry relatively high densities of housing without damaging the rural nature of the area.

3.8.3
Allowing small-scale (one or two houses) isolated developments all over rural areas (provided always they are of an appropriate style and size, aesthetic and visually pleasing, sympathetic to the locality, and in the vernacular) will produce a number of benefits:

a. ¶72 and ¶81 both stress the need to create thriving rural communities and economies; how is this to be done if we effectively place a Category ‘D’ (‘no further development’) notice on rural housing?  Allowing rural housing (limited as suggested) will take more people into the countryside, which will create demand and encourage the rural economy.

b. The greatest problem in rural communities at the moment is retired people and people wanting holiday homes buying houses which thus climb out of the affordability range of local people.  Allowing rural housing (limited as suggested) will provide plenty of houses for retired people and people wanting holiday homes.

c. People with second homes generally get a bad press because they are perceived as stealing homes from local people; were the number of rural houses sufficient, then this would not be the case.  And, additionally, people with second homes would pump million of pounds into the local rural economy.

d. Growing numbers of rural houses would not only develop the local economy, it would lead to gradual and systematic improvement of infrastructure.
3.8.4
The pre-requisite for any such development MUST be that such houses are appropriate in style and size, aesthetic and visually pleasing, sympathetic to the locality, and in the vernacular.

Thus the DNPPF should not include a restriction on rural housing in toto, but strict planning restrictions on what housing you are allowed to build; I realise that this would be contrary to the ethos of the DNPPF, but it would be necessary to preserve the ‘feel’ of rural areas were more houses to be built.

3.8.5
In this respect also, I object strongly to ¶113d, which allows rural house building where there is:

113d
… exceptional quality or the innovative nature of the design of the dwelling. Such a design should:

- 
be truly outstanding or innovative, helping to raise standards of design more generally in rural areas

-
reflect the highest standards in architecture

-
significantly enhance its immediate setting…

This, however, is exactly what we do NOT want in rural areas – ‘innovative’ houses, with futuristic designs, which stick out like a sore thumb and destroy the ‘feel’ of the area.


In its attempt to preserve rural Britain, the DNPPF forbids Planning Authorities to permit modest, vernacular housing which would enhance the countryside, but requires them to permit crazy houses which will damage it!
4.
Positives

Although I have found much to object to in the DNPPF, there are a number of aspects which appear laudable:

4.1
¶163-175 – Protecting the Natural Environment 
4.1.1
As a non-expert, I found this section very positive and acceptable.  I especially liked in ¶169 the phrase ‘planning permission should be refused for…’.  It is a phrase which needs to appear much more in the DNPPF.

4.1.2
However, see §5 below.
4.2
¶109 – Freeing up Housing Density 
4.2.1
I agree that a community should be able to set its own housing density (¶109) – in Newton Aycliffe we have plenty of building land available, and would welcome the opportunity to be able to build attractive, low-density housing estates.  


This would make us more attractive than higher-density areas down south, and may help to attract nudge-migration northwards.

4.3
¶19 – Protecting Brown Field Sites 
4.3.1
I also approve of the proposal to remove the requirement to use brown field sites first (¶19), but instead to require Planning Authorities to ‘take account of its environmental quality or potential quality regardless of its previous or existing use’.   

4.3.2
I am aware that this has attracted significant negative comment.  However:

a. The way to protect the Green Belt is by regulations protecting the Green Belt, not by deleting this ¶19 provision regarding brown field sites.

b. When they have been abandoned for some time, brown field sites (e.g. railway lines, ‘green spaces’ in towns) often become sites of significant amenity value; after a brown field site has lain ‘green’ for some time, it becomes a significant asset in the quality of the community’s life, and losing it – e.g. for building houses – does much more harm than building that new estate in a low-quality farmer’s field on the outskirts of town.
c. In Newton Aycliffe we are opposed to ‘infilling’ which will make our town more crowded.

4.4
¶76-80 – Supporting Town Centres 
4.4.1
Living in a town with an appalling town centre, I also welcome the provisions (¶76-80) for town centre development.
5.
One Thing Missing – a ‘Green Lattice’ model for development
5.1
Aycliffe was designed in the 1940s as a ‘garden city’, with houses built around large greens.  The idea of these was that they would provide a pleasant and quasi-rural environment for the inhabitants, and a safe place for children to play within sight of their own home.


As a result, Aycliffe has a very ‘green’ and spacious appearance.

5.2.
Aycliffe people are overwhelmingly in favour of this situation – they are very proud of their ‘green’ town.  It is also a constant source of favourable comment from visitors.  Aycliffe’s green and spacious nature is regarded as the essential component of its nature as a town, which needs to be preserved.


As a result, what we fear more than anything else is ‘backfilling’, whereby existing green spaces are filled up with houses. 

5.3
Since the 1940s, we have moved to an ecological model which supports biodiversity – i.e. allowing ‘green’ areas to be contiguous, thus facilitating species ‘travel’.

	Thus we have moved first to ‘green fingers’, and then to ‘green corridors’.

For many years I have been trying to propose the term ‘green lattice’.  This imagines (rather than a sea of housing with green fingers, green corridors or green anything else) ‘islands’ of housing set in a sea of green.
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5.4
This involves a rethinking of some present planning guidelines:

5.4.1
We want ‘detached’ areas.  For us, this does not disqualify a plot; rather, we would positively prefer each new housing block to be detached from the others, surrounded by a biodiverse belt of ‘green’ land.

5.4.2
A green, open, ‘lattice’ will take more space for the same number of houses.  Thus we positively want growth to spread out into the surrounding countryside, rather than backfilling green areas within the town.

