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What is the Paper? 
 
The Planning for the future consultation proposes reforms of the planning system to streamline 
and modernise the planning process, bring a new focus to design and sustainability, improve 
the system of developer contributions to infrastructure, and ensure more land is available for 
development where it is needed. 
 
Where can I see the Paper? 

 
The consultation paper can be viewed at 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachm

ent_data/file/907647/MHCLG-Planning-Consultation.pdf 

and is open for consultation until 29 October 2020. 
 
When could changes be introduced? 

 
Implementation of the changes is not confirmed but are likely to require new primary 
legislation so could begin towards the end of 2021 depending on the feedback received. 

 
What are the main proposals in the Paper? 

 
Streamline the planning process by: 
 

• Simplifying the role of Local Plans, focusing on  three land categories – Growth 
areas suitable for substantial development, and where outline approval for 
development would be automatic; Renewal areas suitable for some development, 
such as gentle densification; and Protected areas where development is restricted. 

 

• Setting out general development management policies nationally with Local Plans 
setting clear local rules. 

 
What does Breckland Council think? 
 
The simplification of Local Plans making them more accessible, easier to use and quicker to 
produce is supported by Breckland District Council. The creation of a system which provides 
greater certainty to the development industry and landowners on what type of development 
would be acceptable in any particular location is also supported by the Council and a Zoning 
approach may achieve these objectives.  However, the approach proposed in the white paper of 
dividing the district into just three areas: “Growth”, “Renewal” and “Protected” is over-simplistic 
and would not take into account the local characteristics and circumstances which make a district 
distinct from others.  
 
Breckland is a rural area which includes The Brecks AONB, 5 market towns - 2 of which already 
have significant urban extensions and 112 parishes. Many of the rural parishes have 
sustainability issues relating to access to public transport, schools, health provision and general 
amenities.  The Zoning approach coupled with the 75% increase in annual housing numbers 
would create a highly complicated task of accommodating this growth into "Growth” and 
“Renewal” areas whilst protecting high grade agricultural land, green belt and the open 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/907647/MHCLG-Planning-Consultation.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/907647/MHCLG-Planning-Consultation.pdf
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countryside with its abundance of wildlife including the important AONB The Brecks. The 
significant expected growth in housing and the use of zoning as a tool to allocate it within the 
district will irreversibly change the rural character of Breckland to which the Council believes 
would be to its detriment. 
 
The entire focus of the white paper is solely centred on housing growth and while housing 
delivery is important, policy must also give priority to other issues as well including 
decarbonisation, climate resilience, design and beauty, connectivity and accessibility, wellbeing 
and public health and economic growth. The constant focus on housing is crowding other 
important objectives and preventing a holistic approach to planning. 
 
One particular neglected area is employment and the White paper does not put forward any 
proposals within its zoning approach for land allocated for employment. With the government’s 
expectations for Breckland to deliver 1070 houses p.a., the provision of new employment will be 
a necessity. The white paper is also silent on mineral and waste allocations, with so much growth 
expected within Norfolk, this sector will be vital in providing much needed resources in materials 
and sustainable waste management and infrastructure to support the new communities. 
 
The removal of generic development management policies which are attributable nationally from 
the Local Plan to the NPPF is supported as the production of these policies is additional extra 
work at plan production stage and this would also lead to easier to read and use Local Plans for 
both applicants and officers. Removing this duplication and waste from the system makes sense 
on the face of it, however it would be difficult for the NPPF to address the variety of local issues, 
priorities and specific characteristics across the country. The Council believes it is important that 
local authorities retain the ability to have local policies where there are locally specific issues that 
are not adequately addressed by national policy and that there is suitable consultation on the 
national development management policies.  
 
Greater engagement at the plan-making stage. 
 

• Introducing a single statutory “sustainable development” test replacing the existing 
tests of soundness and updating requirements for assessments (including on the 
environment and viability) and abolishing the Duty to Cooperate 

 

• Requiring Local authorities and the Planning Inspectorate to meet a statutory 
timetable to prepare a new Plan of no more than 30 months 

 

• Strengthening enforcement powers and sanctions. 
 
A digital-first planning process. Local Authorities are to be provided with support and 
collaboration to develop effective civic engagement and decision-making processes. 
 
What does Breckland Council think? 
 
The Council also has concerns over the White paper’s plans for public engagement, although the 
involvement of the public at the plan making stage is welcomed, we do not think that it should be 
a substitute for engagement at the planning application stage. We also query whether there will 
be the same motivation to engage at this point rather than at the planning application stage when 
the full details and its immediate impact is felt to be more relevant and equally more  
understandable.  
 
The white paper states “Residents will be able to engage in a much more democratic system that 



4  

is open to a wider range of people whose voice is currently not heard”- then goes on to say 
“residents will no longer have to rely on planning notices attached to lamp posts, printed in 
newspapers and posted in libraries to find out about newly proposed developments instead 
people will use their smartphone” and so the paper explains the government’s aims to provide 
more meaningful and effective engagement by using technology more and eliminating the use of 
hardcopy. The Council welcomes further technological advances in this area and can see that 
these would be quicker to use and easier to collate data as well as encouraging more younger 
residents to take part in plan making, however, to phase  out all other public engagement 
avenues could lead to disenfranchising many residents in Breckland. It would exclude those 
without the necessary hardware in computers, smartphones etc or who have limited computer 
literacy.  
 
Although the Council agrees that the planning system requires reforming, it disputes the 
assertion that the lack of housing is due solely to delays caused by the Local Planning 
authorities, delays in the planning process can be due to the applicant or a response from 
statutory consultee. With respect to the low levels of delivery of housing, there are many factors 
involved including the business model of developers and house builders, the housing market as 
well as land-banking which is a country wide problem and one which the White Paper is 
completely silent upon. The Local Government Association states that 2,564,600 units were 
granted planning permission since 2009/2010 but only 1,530,680 have been built (Planning and 
Construction News 2020). In Breckland there are currently permissions for over 14,000 new 
dwellings that are yet to be implemented. 
 
The white paper proposes that all decisions on detailed planning applications would be 
delegated to planning officers where the principle of development has been established rather 
than committee. However, this would severely restrict the local community’s democratically 
elected representative to represent their constituencies views regarding development in their 
area at the point where the full details are known and understood. This removal of public 
comment at the application stage is not supported by Breckland District Council 
Further information is still required on how people and stakeholders directly affected by a 
development are consulted at the planning application stage for those applications in designated 
“Growth” or “Renewal” areas. 
 
The Council is in favour in principle of simplifying and speeding up the plan production process 
but this must not be at the expense of appropriate and timely engagement with Members and our 
communities and must not prejudice our ability to develop the most appropriate plan for 
Breckland. Without further details it is difficult to understand how a 30-month statutory timescale 
could be achieved. The white paper proposals for local plans themselves indicates to some 
extent how time could be saved in the plan production process yet other proposals within the 
white paper simply add to the work to be done through proposals for greater design guidance 
and coding at allocation stage, the potential need to allocate reserve sites and substantial 
increase in housing numbers through the revised standard methodology would all add to the 
number and scale of sites to be allocated and the amount of work needed to be undertaken to 
allocate each of them in the plan in order to simplify and speed up decision making. There is 
therefore a clear contradiction between proposals to streamline the plan making process and 
other proposals that suggests that the proposed 30-month timescale while desirable would most 
likely be unachievable.  
 
Furthermore, tight timescales may lead to some appropriate development sites which require 
additional evidence for assessment being excluded due to their negative impact on the 
timescale. Obviously, this would be counterproductive to the government’s aims of providing 
enough deliverable sites. There is clearly a need to speed up plan making but this should not be 
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at the expense of quality both in terms of the plan itself and the outcomes that it delivers. 
 
The Council believes that the government should do significantly more to promote 
Neighbourhood Planning as Neighbourhood Plans do enable communities to directly influence 
where development is located, what type of development and what it should look like in 
responding to identified local characteristics and preferences. However, the White Paper 
appears to undermine the whole purpose of Neighbourhood Plans as it is unclear what future 
role they would play in the proposed planning system and what weight they would carry if sites 
are allocated via the proposed Local Plan zoning method with associated design codes. It 
appears that their role would now be reserved to the development of design guides for their local 
area, which is considered to be a backward step. 
 
The use of digital tools in neighbourhood planning will be significantly affected by the skills and 
knowledge available in any particular community. This will be dependent on the willingness of 
those with skills in this area to get involved, and the willingness of  those who lack these skills to 
undertake training. 
 
Accessibility to cheap software and hardware will also be key to their use as will improving 
broadband in rural areas to ensure that communities can access these new technologies in the 
first place.  
 
A new focus on design and sustainability, including: 
 

• Making it easier for those who want to build beautifully through the introduction of 
fast-track consenting for high quality design. 

 

• The introduction of a quicker, simpler framework for assessing environmental 
impacts and enhancement opportunities 

 

• Establishing a new body to support the delivery of design codes in every part of the 
country. 

 

• Protecting our historic buildings and areas while ensuring the consent regime is 
modernised. 

 
Other proposed measures include speeding up construction where development has been 
permitted by making it clear in the revised National Planning Policy Framework that the 
masterplans and design codes for sites prepared for substantial development should 
seek to include a variety of development types from different builders which allow more 
phases to come forward. 
 
What does Breckland Council think? 
 
The idea of fast-tracking proposals that meet with agreed detailed, locally agreed design codes 
sounds good. However as previously explored, it is highly unlikely that the process to get to this 
position could be achieved quickly, or equally across a large district. There would also be a need 
to review the guides and codes regularly, to reflect developments in design and technology (for 
example in low carbon solutions).  
 
Guidance on redeveloping existing buildings where appropriate in “Renewal” areas is welcomed. 
However, there is a danger in standardising building form that our towns across the nation will be 
‘anywhere housing.’ The input of planning officers on details of context would be important and 
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therefore take time. 
 
“Pattern books” for popular and replicable design that may be acceptable as good design in one 
local community may not be in another. Equally, a design should respond to its specific location, 
the landscape and the local built environment. These can vary within a locality and as such the 
design should respond to these rather than a standardised one-size fit all approach. 
Furthermore, quality is not just about form but also quality of details, the finish, sense of place 
and landscaping. Research has indicated that the agendas of speed of delivery and quality in 
design tend to be polemic. Experience in Breckland is that design quality in housing has 
sometimes been lost when delivered by volume builders. 
 
The proposals to publish a National Model Design Code and an updated Manual for Streets are 
welcomed. Proposals to help deliver local design that is distinctive and that encourage 
community involvement from an early stage are also welcomed. Design codes would be one 
effective method of influencing what design can be approved.  
 
However, producing detailed local design guides/codes and involving the community in this 
would be highly intensive and time-consuming exercise. The proposal would not be possible 
without significant additional resources for their implementation and unlikely to be completed 
quickly.  
 
Breckland is a large rural area with 5 market towns and 112 parishes all with differing 
characteristics and diverse local views on design. It is likely that only a few of these communities 
would have the desire and time to contribute to the development of design codes, leading to 
imbalances across the district. To be effective, more resources would also be needed to monitor 
the implementation of proposals, especially where large developments are planned involving 
volume housebuilders.  
 
A great deal is expected from the design guides and codes to deliver and would require a great 
deal of urban design expertise which is currently scarce in most local authorities including 
Breckland. One case in point is the proposed “growth” zone which would allow for any 
application to be fast-tracked through the planning process upon adoption of the Local Plan. 
Design codes are expected to be developed alongside the 30-month plan making process for 
“growth” zones and considerable skill would be required to nail the design with the foresight of 
what those applications are likely to be.  
 
Design codes would have to be sensitively applied to different contexts and at the same time 
ensure that they address critical issues including decarbonisation, climate resilience, health and 
equality. The Design codes would really need to deliver to ensure that they lead to a drive up 
towards better standards rather than a drive down to the minimum. On top of that the design 
codes would need to be highly specific to prevent the back and forth between council and 
builders over details. 
 
The Council considers that the White paper is not ambitious enough in its commitment to energy 
efficiency in its housing design proposals to enable it to reach its zero-carbon target by 2050. 
Houses need to be built close to zero carbon now and by 2050 for it to be obligatory. There is 
also no comment on how to nationally retrofit infrastructure for a zero-carbon economy and how 
housing delivery will be complemented with much needed national retrofit strategy. 
 
The pursuit of high-quality design is to be supported by the provision of greater powers to the 
enforcement team to enforce high standards of environmental performance and design. More 
details would be required on what these powers would look like. 
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Improve infrastructure delivery. The Community Infrastructure Levy and the current 
system of planning obligations are proposed to be reformed as a single nationally set, 
value-based flat rate charge (the ‘Infrastructure Levy’). 
 
The white paper lacks detail about the fixed proportion of development value and the threshold at 
which IL will be applied to understand how that would affect the delivery of affordable housing 
and the infrastructure to support housing development in general.  There is also lack of clarity on 
whether s106 will still remain.  The proposed Infrastructure Levy could save time and resources 
locally if it were set centrally, however, any savings would be lost if s106 was still necessary to 
covenant land to ensure the delivery of affordable housing..  It is noted that a minimum threshold 
will be set, below which the Infrastructure Levy will not apply, but until we can test that threshold 
locally, the local impact on IL to raise sufficient funding for infrastructure and affordable housing, 
remains unknown therefore difficult to make a meaningful comment. There are concerns that in 
an area such as Breckland were local land values are  low that the Levy would not raise 
sufficient funds to cover infrastructure requirements, affordable housing and the cost for the plan 
making process and design codes.   
 
In short, The Council has concern that whilst the proposed new  Levy could have some merit by 
simplifying developer contributions, the list of requirements which the new Levy would need to 
cover would mean that the fund would be spread too thinly to serve any of them properly. 
 
Make  more land available for the homes and development people and communities need, 
and support renewal of town and city centres primarily  through a new nationally 
determined, binding housing requirement that local planning authorities would have to 
deliver through their Local Plans. The aspiration being to create a housing market that 
can deliver 300,000 homes annually. 
 
What does Breckland Council think? 
 
A standard approach to generating housing numbers is a crude and an imprecise tool which 
does not take into account local factors into consideration or account for relevant local need. 
Housing need should be determined at a local level using detailed local assessment on such 
matters as demographic and migration data and household formation rates.  
 
The proposed Government methodology generates, in some locations, housing numbers which 
appear overinflated for those districts and there is no evidence or justification provided on how 
the methodology arrived at their conclusion on housing requirement. Breckland has had an 
increase of 75% of houses bestowed upon it with no rationale for such an increase for what is a 
predominantly rural area, which has neither the housing market for such growth nor the 
employment opportunities or infrastructure required. 
 
Growth across Norfolk as a whole is substantial, and therefore it would be expected that some 
sort of regional and national strategy would be in place to support such growth based on 
economic, social, environmental, infrastructure and other considerations and for this strategy to 
be logically constructed and tested. From such a strategy, appropriate housing numbers would 
be derived. However, it appears the government has generated housing numbers from a formula 
which has been retrofitted around a desire to generate a national number that has to exceed a 
non-evidence based and unjustified total of 300,000.  
 
It also begs the question of democratic accountability and how this top down methodology  fits in 
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with the government’s aspirations of having greater public trust in the planning system, when 
effectively the ability of local people via their elective representatives to address and meet their 
local needs is taken away from them. 
 
If all these houses were built as proposed by the new methodology, it would require a massive 
increase in inward migration to Breckland, which would require significantly more employment 
provision than currently exists in Breckland now or in the next 5 years and this is without taking 
into account the likely significant economic downturn as a result of the pandemic. Even if the in-
migration were for people wishing to retire here, this would raise further sustainability issues in 
health provision and access to local shops and public transport. Alternatively, if these houses 
were not built, Local authorities would fail the housing delivery test which would result in more 
appeals on sites which may not be appropriate for growth let alone endorsed by local 
communities who would expect  their input at Plan Making stage on “Growth” and “Renewal” 
areas to be adhered to. 
 
Such an approach to planning undermines the role that planning can and should play in being a 
force to shape and manage development, give clarity to local communities and indeed private 
investors and business, and coordinate infrastructure provision and delivery. The Council would 
rather focus its efforts on delivering quality housing in the right places which meet local housing 
needs rather than try to meet a spuriously derived number.  


