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28th September 2012 
 
 
 
Submission of Evidence to the Communities and Local Government Select Committee 

Friends of the Earth England, Wales and Northern Ireland welcomes the opportunity to provide evidence 
to the Committee on the implications package of proposals announced by the Government on 6 
September to boost house-building, jobs and the economy. Friends of the Earth is an NGO with over 
100,000 supporters and local campaigning groups in over 200 communities. We are also a member of 
Friends of the Earth International, which has 68 national member groups around the world. Friends of the 
Earth has worked on  planning and housing for over 25 years, and we are convinced that the land use 
planning system is a key mechanism for delivering sustainable development, where a sustainable 
economy operates within environmental limits to deliver social justice. 

1. Summary 

The suite of reforms announced by the Government are reversal on previous localism policies, and are a 
serious threat to local democratic decision-making. It continues the trend of failing to put sustainable 
development at the heart of decision-making. The reforms threaten the sustainability of our built 
environment.  

In summary these are the key risks: 

• changing the definition of major infrastructure to include large housing and commercial 
developments means that these decisions will come under the Planning Act and the Secretary 
of State, centralising thousands of decisions; 

• changing the way appeals work by allowing developers to by-pass local authorities and ask for 
the decision to be taken by the Planning Inspectorate if a local authority is considered “poor” at 
taking decisions without any explanation of ‘poor’; 

• changing section 106 agreements and so housing sites can be brought forward without the 
requirement to build affordable homes and so that wider public interest and sustainability 
considerations can be ditched; 

• changes to building standards which could result in much poorer standards threatening the 
growing green building sector and resulting in confusion for developers 

• extensions to premises will for a short time become permitted development (i.e. there is no 
need to submit a planning application) which will result in neighbourhood disputes, localised 
environmental impacts and a lost opportunity to require consequential improvements to our 
existing built environment which could help drive a dramatic growth in energy efficiency and 
consequently jobs and skills employed in retrofitting homes. 

There are huge sectoral challenges in embarking on more planning reform without allowing recent 
reforms to bed down resulting in confusion and lack of public legitimacy for policy and legislative 
proposals that are made without proper public debate or consultation. 

Friends of the Earth believes that these planning reforms lack an evidence-base and have not fully 
considered their wider impacts, for instance on equality issues.  

 



 

 

2. How the package of proposed measures will contribute to the Government’s ambition to 
provide communities with a greater say about development in their area? 

We are at a pivotal moment for public trust in the planning system. After the outcry last year over the 
reforms to national planning policy, further reform is clearly designed to cut communities out of the 
system. Following on from a ‘presumption in favour of sustainable development’ designed to make it 
easier to approve development, these proposals particularly around ‘fast tracking appeals’ and 
transforming more decisions into major infrastructure decisions, will place communities at a distance in 
the decision-making process. Their democratically elected representatives will no longer be taking key 
development decisions in their area.  

The UK is a signatory to the Aarhus Convention which states in Article 7 that: “Each party shall make 
appropriate practical and/or other provision for the public to participate during the preparation of plans 
and programmes relating to the environment, within a transparent and fair framework, having provided 
the necessary information to the public. Within this framework, article 6, paragraphs 3, 4, and 8, shall be 
applied.” Article 6(3) states that: “The public participation procedures shall include reasonable time-
frames for the different phases, allowing sufficient time for informing the public in accordance with 
paragraph 2 above and for the public to prepare and participate effectively during environmental decision-
making.” Article 6(4) states: “Each party shall provide for early public participation when all options are 
open and effective public participation can take place.” Article 6(8) states: “Each party shall ensure that in 
the decision due account is taken of the outcome of public participation”. 

Nothing in the package of proposed measures is designed in the spirit of the Convention or to promote 
better public participation. 

3. What the economic and wider impacts—such as on the provision of social housing—will be of 
the proposed changes to speed up the planning process and to allow revisions to section 106 
agreements? 

Friends of the Earth shares the concern of the LGA and others that the revisions of section 106 
agreements – which should be integral to the delivery of places rather than just buildings – are being 
treated in this cavalier fashion. The cost to the public purse of failing to provide the social and 
environmental infrastructure required to make development work above a certain scale will put further 
pressure on communities. The wider economic impacts are in the unsustainability of developments that 
do not cater for the timeframes within which development is framed. It is far too risky to ignore climate 
change in either mitigation or adaptation in economic terms, let alone in terms of social and 
environmental considerations. Removing affordability from existing agreements will lead to polarisation 
between areas, and long-term social cohesion issues. 

This could be construed as a sop to developers, who will walk away from developments once they are 
sold. It is the future owners who will have to live with poor transport access, lack of school places, an 
inefficient home and expensive flood insurance. It is the Government’s role to ensure that the public 
interest is served. 

4. What will be the impact on the Planning Inspectorate and local planning authorities of the 
proposed changes intended to speed up the planning process and to allow section 106 
agreements to be re-assessed? 

The Planning Inspectorate is more expensive than planning officers, therefore fast-tracking developments 
to the Inspectorate does not save money. Given that the majority of developments are approved and the 
majority are approved within time, it is unclear why the proposal has not included increased funding to 
provide a better planning service for the public and for developers, given that billions are to be given in 
financial guarantees to private developers. 

Local planning authorities are again being put on the back foot – instead of being able to set a level 
playing field for developers where development is on a trajectory towards better quality and increased 
resilience, they will see increased pressures on people in housing need in their area. If planning gain 
agreements are to be re-assessed they must fully involved the public in consultation and clearly identify 
where the issues are. 



 

 

5. What will be the impact of the proposed changes to the rules on permitted development 
intended to make it easier to undertake home improvements such as house extensions? 

Neighbour disputes will rise. Those who can afford to extend may do so, at the expense of their 
neighbours, and with no regard to the possible environmental impact on those around them. Permitted 
development on extensions is also an extremely dangerous precedent to set – once this comes in, it will 
be very difficult to then take them away. Permitted development e.g. for solar panels is different in that it 
doesn’t increase the size of a dwelling or commercial premises. Increasing size does have a definite 
environmental impact. 

Permitted development for extensions is also totally the opposite direction to what Government should do 
in order to tackle the quality of the current built environment. We have to address the issue of energy 
efficiency in existing homes. Government would be tackling climate change and showing people how 
serious it is about the need to be energy efficient if it instead used planning applications for extensions to 
encourage consequential improvements to homes in the form of energy efficiency wherever this is 
feasible. Retrofitting and renewable energy installation has been calculated by Friends of the Earth to 
have the potential to create over 70,000 jobsi. 

6. How the Government’s review of national and local standards should be carried out and what 
focus should it have? 

The Government should not introduce uncertainty into national standards, and should therefore absorb 
the code for sustainable homes into building regulations. The planning “must-haves” around sustainable 
development – provision of walking and cycling, wildlife etc should then be strengthened in national 
planning policy. Most large developers and architects would prefer a level playing field – the key is to 
ensure that this playing-field is one that is about very high standards of building and planning for 
sustainable development. We should be taking Northern Europe models for development and building on 
this to become world-class in this area. Being clear about national policy will also reduce the proliferation 
of local standards – although local distinctiveness and locally-led solutions are key for sustainability and 
one size does not fit all. 

7. How feasible are the Government’s measures to release surplus public sector land to 
developers and how might they influence the supply of housing? 

Any public sector land should be developed through contract with the local authority. The Freiburg model 
for Rieselfeld and Vauban is excellent in this respect. These models secure high levels of sustainability 
together with public participation into the shape and design of places and incorporate high quality public 
transport, wildlife, facilities and community safety, recycling and renewable energy resources. Public 
sector land should not be wasted on propping up the pre-recession business model for developers. 

Conclusion 

Friends of the Earth promotes a planning system that is fair, participative, democratically accountable and 
delivers on sustainable development. The concern is that these reforms will result in a rash of short-term 
unsustainable and damaging developments which will have long term impacts. The seriousness of the 
climate challenge requires the debate around planning reform to be framed differently, and to consider 
how best we can retrofit our existing buildings, build the best quality new sustainable developments, 
particularly for those most in need, and involve the public far more in developing local plans and 
solutions. 

Fair Transition Programme, Friends of the Earth England Wales and Northern Ireland 

 
                                                
i http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/media_briefing/carbon_descent_jobs_research.pdf 


