



HONITON TOWN COUNCIL
RESPONSE TO THE DRAFT NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK

The response of Honiton Town Council is made in recognition that any planning policy has to reflect the balance of current as well as future needs and has to be based on economic, environmental and social parameters.
Honiton Town Council broadly welcomes the aspirations set out in the Ministerial Foreword but does not consider that the draft Framework document delivers on those aspirations.  In order to achieve this it is vital that all those involved in the planning process, at whatever level nationally and locally, can have confidence that the Framework contains truly balanced guidance and is not seen to presume in favour of any one group of people.  
The Town Council, whilst welcoming the Government’s aspiration of a planning system which is both simpler and clearer, nevertheless considers that the Draft Framework falls short of the necessary balance by favouring developers over communities.
For ease of reference, the Town Council’s specific concerns are set out using the same headings and numbered paragraphs as those of the Draft Framework document
1
Delivering Sustainable Development
The Town Council acknowledges that whilst sustainable development is one of the purposes of planning, it is not the sole purpose. 
The Town Council serves a community in the context of a market town in a rural area of East Devon.  What is considered to be sustainable development in this setting could be very different from that in an inner city or more urban context.  For example, the draft Framework document makes no reference to tourism or the cultural economy, both of which make a substantial contribution to the local economy in East Devon but which would be less relevant in other areas.
The Town Council considers that the emphasis on development in the Minister’s opening statement sets the tone for the whole Framework.  Whilst the Town Council would support and encourage appropriate development as necessary and desirable it is concerned that the tone of the Framework document suggests a one size fits all approach and that the overuse of the term ‘sustainable’ does not hide the fact that economic development rather than streamlining the planning system is the driving force behind the Government’s proposals.  
Honiton Town Council supports sustainable development; it does not support the presumption in favour of sustainable development as defined in the document and considers that this creates an imbalance in the advantage and influence of developers over the communities in which they are seeking to develop.
2
Plan-making

Paragraph 49 states that ‘neighbourhood plans give communities direct power to plan the areas in which they live’.  The Town Council supports this aspiration and has consistently sought to consult with neighbouring parishes on wider planning issues.  However, the Town Council contends that neighbourhood plans do not give communities any direct power as the Draft Framework documents states that neighbourhood plans must:

· Develop plans that support the strategic development needs set out in the Local Plans (17)

· Plan positively to support local development (17)

· Be subject to the presumption in favour of sustainable development (51)

· Be assessed by an independent examiner before going to a local referendum and that in order to pass an independent examination a neighbourhood plan must have regard to the policies in the Framework (which automatically presumes in favour of development)

Furthermore the Town Council notes the proposal that neighbourhood plans should reflect the policies in the Local Plan (50) and will have the power to promote more development.  With regard to the above points, the Town Council has the following concerns:

· That the idea that parishes and neighbourhood forums can truly ‘develop a shared vision for their neighbourhood’ (49) is contradicted by the insistence that neighbourhood plans are in general conformity and aligned with the strategic needs and priorities of the wider area subject to the presumption in favour of development.  The implications of this insistence are that communities may be given power to say what they do want provided that it conforms to the presumption in favour of sustainable development, but no real power to say what they do not want if this is opposed to the presumption in favour of sustainable development.  It is misleading to suggest that communities are truly empowered to shape their local area when the entire Framework is constrained by the presumption
· That a greater number of plans at various levels will be generated, but with no corresponding resources to put them into practice

· That an independent examiner (52) should have sufficient local knowledge to truly assess a neighbourhood plan rather than just check it against the policies of the Framework

· Experience with consulting public opinion by whatever means (52) would suggest that turnout is very often low and if this is also limited to electors only is not truly representative of the local population.  Young people would therefore be disenfranchised and presumably these are the very people referred to in the Ministerial Foreword’s definition of ‘future generations’
· That in developing a neighbourhood plan it is almost impossible to quantify such community aspirations as maintaining local distinctiveness and the Town Council remains concerned that the opinions of the local community will carry insufficient weight in any objection to a proposed development

3
Planning for Prosperity
The Town Council suggests that there is no one definition of what constitutes a better life.  Within a single community there may be a range of definitions of what makes for a better life and how that can be achieved.  In particular the Town Council is concerned at the emphasis within the Draft Framework on the development of retail provision and would draw attention to the fact that a proliferation of retail opportunity does not necessarily make for a better life.  In this respect the Town Council would make the following points:
· The term ‘sustainable’ used throughout the document is not stated sufficiently precisely to allow for objections to development to carry significant weight.  Automatically assuming that the presumption will be applied locally (15) works against the concept of communities engaging in neighbourhood planning

· The proposal set out in paragraph 17 restricts neighbourhood planning to what has already been set out in local plans.  Although the Government appears to be empowering communities to engage in planning, this proposal would seem to allow no real freedom to do so

· The Town Council strongly objects to the principle that ‘decision-takers at every level should assume that the default answer to development proposals is “yes” ‘ (19) on the basis that the term ‘sustainable’ lacks clear definition and that any proposed development may be considered ‘sustainable’ but may not be necessary, appropriate or supported by the local community.

With regard to business and economic development, Honiton Town Council supports the aspiration to promote the vitality and viability of town centres and the promotion of thriving, inclusive and locally distinctive rural economies (72).  However, the Town Council notes that great emphasis throughout the Framework is placed on the development of retail services and has the following concerns:

· Corporate retailers may require larger sites than those available in small to medium sized town centres such as Honiton.  This naturally results in retailers seeking sites on the edge of built up areas which works against the vitality and viability of the town centre, particularly where the retailer provides free parking which is usually not available in town centres
· Retail employment opportunities are often low paid and low skilled and the Town Council is concerned that such an emphasis on the promotion of retail services does nothing to address the issue of the need for higher paid employment and skilled work available locally

· Economic growth of retail services may not necessarily result in benefit to the local economy if such services are provided by multi-national corporate retailers

· The Town Council is concerned that it is not possible to quantify ‘retail needs’ (76) and that, due to the presumption in favour of development, any such definition will be left to the developers, with little or no opportunity for the local community to object.

4.
Planning for People

With respect to the objectives (107) the Town Council has the following concerns:
· The statement ‘everyone should have the opportunity to live in high quality, well designed homes, which they can afford, in a community where they want to live’ is an aspiration which the Town Council would support but has serious concerns that it is an aspiration which in reality cannot be delivered
· Increasing the supply of housing (109) does not automatically increase the supply of housing which is affordable; affordability is directly linked to earnings

· The potential for earnings within a local area is directly linked to employment opportunities and any proliferation in low paid employment such as retail services does nothing to enable particularly young people to obtain or maintain affordable housing

· With new forms of funding, windfall sites could make a contribution to the supply of affordable housing and should therefore be included in any assessment by the Local Planning Authority (109)
With respect to the proposals to deliver open space, sports and recreational facilities, the Town Council supports proposals for access to good quality open spaces and opportunities for sport and recreation (128) and would stress the need for adequate protection of open space.
The Town Council has the following concerns with regard to the proposals for the designation of land as Local Green Space:

· Paragraph 130 states that local communities will be able to identify land as Local Green Space and be able to rule out development other than in very special circumstances.  Such a statement sets up an aspiration of empowering communities, however

· Paragraph 131 states that this designation will not be appropriate to most green areas or open space.  The Town Council is concerned that in reality there will be little or no opportunity for local communities to identify and protect green or open space

· Terms such as ‘demonstrably special’ and ‘particular local significance’ when applied to determining whether a green space can be designated as Local Green Space are vague, unquantifiable and misleading.
· When set against the presumption in favour of sustainable development, these proposals for the protection of green space will in fact offer little or no real protection for local communities and that due to the constraints imposed on neighbourhood plans communities will have little power or flexibility in the protection of local green and open space

· It is noted that the Government attaches great importance to Green Belts (133), however, as the population of the country increases, the designation of new Green Belts should not be confined to exceptional circumstances only (136)
5
Planning for Places

The Town Council supports proposals which seek to conserve heritage assets which are enjoyed for the quality of life they bring to this and future generations.  In this respect the Town Council makes the following comments:

· Protection afforded to heritage assets should be rigorously and consistently applied

· Enforcement action should be rigorously and consistently undertaken and applied
· The fact that where there is deliberate neglect of or damage to a heritage asset the deteriorated state of the heritage asset should not be taken into account in any decision is welcomed (182) as is the treatment as substantial harm of the loss of a building that makes a positive contribution to a Conservation Area (187)

· In respect of paragraph 183, the Town Council is concerned as to whether adequate mechanisms are in place to take account of the views of the local community with regard to the protection of heritage assets, particularly where a local community with local knowledge may regard its justification for conserving a heritage asset as ‘convincing’

6
Summary Response
Therefore the response may be summarised as follows:

· The Town Council objects to the presumption in favour of sustainable development as it is defined in the Draft Framework document
· The Town Council is of the view that many of the terms in the Draft Framework document are vague and ambiguous.  When taken together with the presumption in favour of sustainable development, this ambiguity does not create the necessary balance for all groups having an interest in the planning process and, where developers are challenged, allows for their lawyers to exploit the fact that many of the terms cannot be measured or quantified
· The constraints imposed on neighbourhood plans and the presumption in favour of sustainable development will fail to deliver the aspiration of empowering communities to become involved in the local planning process and this will result in local communities having little or no real power to object to development
· Increasing the supply of housing does not necessarily address the need for an increase in the supply of affordable housing

· The presumption in favour of sustainable development favours new build over more effective use of existing housing stock and does not address the need for more creative solutions to providing more affordable housing

· The proposals offer little in the way of true protection for green and open spaces and offer little choice or real power to local communities for whom these spaces may be of significant importance
· The aspirations set out in the Ministerial Foreword, although they are broadly welcomed, will not be delivered through the National Planning Policy Framework as set out in this draft form
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