
Issue 74 Ju ly-September 2010 7

O P I N I O N: P L A N N I N G

It is understandable that a
n ew government wants to
m a ke ch a n ges and to put
its stamp on things early
on – part i c u l a r ly when they
h ave very publicly fl a gge d
up their intentions. It is also
undeniable the planning
system was not working as
intended so some ch a n ge is
n e c e s s a r y. I believe it
should be evo l u t i o n a r y –

p a rt i c u l a r ly to simplify the LDF system – not scra p-
ping it and starting aga i n .

Councils are just getting to grips with the system
i n t roduced by the 2004 Act and have inve s t e d
substantial re s o u rces in it. From a very slow start an
i n c reasing number of core stra t e gies we re being
submitted and adopted. I n t roducing a new system,
wh i ch would need primary legislation would cre a t e
d e l ay and uncertainty and undermine economic
re c ove r y.

We can see the consequences of ill-considere d
d rastic ch a n ge – the Eric Pickles letter announcing
the end of re gional planning in England (outside
London) has caused immense confusion. S eve ra l
councils have stopped work on their core stra t e gi e s ,
unclear as to what (if any) stra t e gic basis they
should be working to. O t h e rs have pulled planning
applications from committee agendas because it is
no longer clear on what basis they could make a
l awful decision.

This could and should have been avo i d e d . Th e re
should have been a proper transition to a new
s t ra t e gic planning system based on sub-re gi o n s . I t
would not need to be the same in all parts of the

c o u n t r y : in some areas it could be based on city
re gi o n s ; e l s ewh e re counties might be an appro p ri a t e
basis while in other localities groupings of councils
l i ke the existing Milton Keynes and South Midlands
s u b - re gion could emerge .

B e fo re the election the Co n s e r va t i ves showed an
a d m i rable willingness to discuss and “ road test”
their ideas for ch a n ging the planning system with
p ra c t i t i o n e rs and the development industry. I
attended the fi rst (and so far only) meeting of the
“sounding board ” announced by Caroline Spelman
and took part in a useful preliminary discussion with
Bob Neill and Grant Shapps – both now CLG
M i n i s t e rs . I ro n i c a l ly that meeting took place on 6
Ap ril – the day that Parliament was dissolved and so
far there is no indication when or if there will be a
second meeting.

The Planning Offi c e rs Society (POS) re m a i n s
keen to enga ge with the new government and I
h ave written to Eric Pickles to confirm this.
Wh a t ever the planning system is, it is POS members
who will have to make it wo r k . We are not seeking
to stop the government making ch a n ges but we do
want them to think about the implications of
ch a n ges and make sure that we end up with a wo r k-
able planning system.That is why we have re c e n t ly
published Three Steps to Better Planning setting out
our ideas on how planning can be improve d .

One of my ambitions as POS President was to
i n c rease cooperation with other organisations with
an interest in planning. In response to the fo r m a t i o n
of the coalition government Ann Skippers (Pre s i d e n t
of the RTPI) and I published a joint statement T h e
Future of Strategic Planning. In that statement we
called on the government to:
● A l l ow a bri e f, but re a l i s t i c, p e riod of time fo r

discussion prior to implementing its current plans to
abolish the local government-based stru c t u res fo r
re gional planning;
● Work with us – and with the many other bodies
re p resenting the deve l o p m e n t , i nve s t m e n t ,
economic development and env i ronmental sectors
– to devise a way ahead that will retain the stra t e gi c
planning necessary to help to support and ach i eve
the Gove r n m e n t ’s prog ra m m e , help dri ve economic
g rowth and make best use of the ex p e rtise and
commitment that alre a dy ex i s t s ;
● Maintain the funding of the current re gional plan-
ning teams whilst these discussions are taking place.

For our part , we committed ours e l ves to:
● M a ke this an immediate pri o rity and to wo r k
s w i f t ly, p o s i t i ve ly and effe c t i ve ly with the
D e p a rtment for Co m munities and Local
G overnment and other re l evant Departments on
this issue;
● P resent a co-ordinated view from the two bodies
to Gove r n m e n t ;
● To liaise with the ra n ge of other re l evant bodies
f rom all sectors to seek as mu ch consensus as
possible on the way ahead on this vital issue.

S a d ly, our call fell on deaf ears and Eric Pick l e s
sent his letter out a few days later.

Th e re is an iro ny in writing this piece for Planning
in London because few of the difficulties I have
d e s c ribed apply in London. London retains effe c t i ve ,
d e m o c ra t i c a l ly accountable re gional planning via
The London Plan and this will continue to provide a
clear stra t e gic context for the Boro u g h s ’ L D F s .

So my message to Eric Pickles is (apologies to
Ralph McTell) “let me take you by the hand and lead
you through the plans of London. I ’ll show yo u
something to make you ch a n ge your mind”.■

The Government needs to work with planning offi c e rs to avoid confusion argues 
the president of the Planning Offi c e rs Society, D avid Hack fo rt h

D avid Hack fo rth is

P resident of the Planning

O ffi c e rs Society

D o n ’t ignore those 
who know how it is
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It might have taken a while
to set up, but once up and
running the Co a l i t i o n
G overnment has been a
whirlwind of fre n e t i c
a c t i v i t y. The 30 page
Coalition A g reement fi l l e d
the void left from not
h aving a manifesto as the
blue print for Gove r n m e n t .

The A g reement provides a useful ove r v i ew of the
G ove r n m e n t ’s key principles and pri o ri t i e s .

Planning was always an area wh e re the part i e s
we re closely aligned; both steeped in the pri n c i p l e
of localism, d riving decisions to the lowest possible
l eve l .As a result there we re no surp rises with plan-
ning re form to be based on the To ri e s ’ Open Sourc e
Planning Green Pa p e r. The one relief is that there
was no explicit mention of third party appeals;
although I fear the danger has not yet fully
s u b s i d e d .

As a matter of pri o rity the Decentralisation and
Localism Bill will re m ove Re gional Spatial Stra t e gi e s
and with them housing targets imposed on local
a u t h o ri t i e s . M o re ‘ ra d i c a l ’ planning re form will take
l o n ge r. The urgent need to provide more housing
has not subsided with the ch a n ge of government or
re c e s s i o n . Falling house prices have not addre s s e d
the fundamental need to build more homes to
meet the ch a l l e n ge of demog raphic ch a n ge and
population grow t h .

The last Government we re right to make house-
building a pri o ri t y, but was too agg re s s i ve in its
a p p ro a ch ; fo rcing through high targets on unwilling
a u t h o ri t i e s . The new Gove r n m e n t ’s appro a ch is the
reve rs e ; incentivising ch a n ge using carrots ra t h e r
than stick s .

In place of housing targets authorities will be
incentivised to encoura ge development thro u g h
Treasury match funding council tax re c e i p t s , a n d
retention of business ra t e s , for the fi rst six ye a rs
after deve l o p m e n t .Whilst this is laudable, I wo n d e r
whether this is enough to ove rcome entre n ch e d
opposition to ch a n ge and vo t e rs ’ concern about its
impacts on local services, i n f ra s t ru c t u re and house
p ri c e s . I fear that the promised creation of a new

d e s i g n a t i o n , similar to SSSIs, to protect ‘ g reen are a s
of particular importance to local commu n i t i e s ’ w i l l
be another tool in the NIMBY’s toolkit.

The Bill will also abolish the Infra s t ru c t u re
Planning Commission and replace it with a fa s t -
t ra ck , e fficient and democratic system. As long as
the system remains streamlined and is ge nu i n e ly
fa s t - t ra cke d , the fact that the final decision maker is
not an independent body should not make a signif-
icant diffe re n c e . The key issue is sticking to a stri c t
timetable for decision making, and making those
decisions against the back d rop of clear national
p o l i cy.

The national planning fra m ework wh i ch will
c over all types of development and set out national
e c o n o m i c, e nv i ronmental and social pri o rities is a
laudable but highly ambitious objective . I fear it
could be swamped in ye a rs of debate and arg u-
m e n t . It could also undermine localism if it stray s
into too mu ch detail.

I am also concerned about the strong focus on
the local plan. In an ideal world local authori t i e s
would have ev i d e n c e d - b a s e d , up to date and deliv-
e rable plans. But we are in a world that is far fro m
i d e a l . Au t h o ri t i e s ’ s t ru ggle to get plans in place will
not be helped by like ly cuts in re s o u rcing in planning
d e p a rt m e n t s . In such uncertain times plans need to
be fl exible and authorities dy n a m i c ; able to be
o p p o rtunistic and re s p o n s i ve . R i gid adherence to
local plans will stifle this.

The supposed presumption in favour of sustain-

able development becomes we a ker when one
c o n s i d e rs it must be in line with the local plan as
well as clearing other hu rdles such as paying a tari ff ;
u n d e rgoing appro p riate consultation and not being
subject to objections from the significant majori t y
of immediate residential neighbourhoods.

Little has been said on the Co m mu n i t y
I n f ra s t ru c t u re Levy, no doubt as Ministers we i g h
their options. In my view it is too complex and
would result in a less development as costs ri s e . It is
i n evitable that CIL will just be an additional tax as
m e a s u res to scale back S106 do no such thing. L e t ’s
hope that Ministers decide that in these ch a l l e n gi n g
times it would be pre fe rable to improve the section
106 process rather than go for wholesale ch a n ge
while the development industry is fra gile and re c ov-
e ring from re c e s s i o n , and planning departments are
under hu ge strain wh i ch is like ly to increase as the
cuts start .

Cuts to planning departments are a real concern;
local government will be contributing £1.2 billion
t owa rds the ove rall £6.2 billion of savings this ye a r
t h rough grant re d u c t i o n s .Planning departments are
easy targe t s ; few council tax paye rs will object to a
loss of planning staff and pro b a b ly wo u l d n ’t eve n
n o t i c e . This means authorities must do more with
l e s s ; t raining will be cri t i c a l , as it should be fo r
m e m b e rs of the planning committee, so they fully
u n d e rstand the decisions they are being asked to
m a ke .

These are as they say interesting times. Th e
initial signs from the Coalition are fa i r ly positive ;
t h ey are pre p a red to be bold when they need to be,
and hopefully will take their time when they don’t . I
hope that they will be bold when it comes to
e n s u ring that we deliver the homes that are so
d e s p e ra t e ly needed.■

C B R E ’s Stuart Robinson thinks the new Gove r n m e n t ’s frenetic pace 
might cause some planning turbulence further down the line

A frenzied appro a ch 
to planning

C B R E ’s Stuart Ro b i n s o n

THE SUPPOSED PRESUMPTION

IN FAVOUR OF SUSTA I N A B L E

DEVELOPMENT BECOMES

WEAKER WHEN ONE

CONSIDERS IT MUST BE IN LINE

WITH THE LOCAL PLAN AS W E L L

AS CLEARING OTHER HURDLES
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O P I N I O N : STUDENT HOUSING

Ask the average person on
the street to describe wh a t
t h ey most associate with
“ s t u d e n t s ” and yo u ’ll most
l i ke ly go away with re i n-
fo rced stere o t y p e s
i nvolving daytime TV and
copious amounts of
alcohol consumption.

In London these
populist images are being

ch a l l e n ged by the increasing number of interna-
tional students who are attracted to study in
London due to its Sassen-inspired Global City status
and aim of becoming a Global Know l e d ge Capital.
The international appeal of London is re flected in
the 40% increase in students from abroad enro l l i n g
at London-based unive rsities since 2001
c o n t ributing to the 260,000 full-time unive rs i t y
students that now study here .

The 2008 London Plan clearly re c ognises the
s t rong social, c u l t u ral and emotional ties that fo r m
b e t ween a student and the city they study in. Th i s
relationship puts unive rsities in a pri v i l e ged position
of playing a direct role in attracting and re t a i n i n g
those students - and future employees - with the
skill sets necessary to ensure London remains a
g l o b a l ly - c o m p e t i t i ve city. The planning system has
an important role in ensuring unive rsities are
p rovided with fl exible and pro a c t i ve policies that
a l l ow them to continue to offer internationally
c o m p e t i t i ve educational fa c i l i t i e s .

Th e re are a my riad of fa c t o rs that cumu l a t i ve ly
c o n t ribute to the attra c t i veness of a part i c u l a r
u n i ve rsity to both domestic and international
p ro s p e c t i ve students. The ava i l a b i l i t y, quality and
cost of student accommodation is one of the key
fa c t o rs that determines the competitiveness of a
p a rticular unive rsity – and unive rsity city – aga i n s t
its ri va l s .

A re s e a rch paper published by Knight Frank and
entitled London Student Living paints a ch a l l e n gi n g
p i c t u re wh e re London suffe rs from a ch ronic under-
s u p p ly of student housing to the extent that only
20% of students can be offe red unive rsity accom-
m o d a t i o n . In real terms this has resulted in 200,000

students in London being unable to access purp o s e -
built accommodation. With the international
u n i ve rsity sector being so competitive , will London
be in a position to compete with comparable cities
s u ch as New York and Sy d n ey when attracting the
highest quality academic students?

The 2008 London Plan – and whisper this –
a p p e a rs to take a fa i r ly pragmatic and fl ex i b l e
a p p ro a ch to student housing delivery re c og n i s i n g
not only that there is a seve re accommodation
s h o rt fall wh i ch re q u i res addressing with a
s u p p o rt i ve planning policy context but also that if
this short a ge of purpose-built student accommoda-

tion continu e s , it will place greater pre s s u re on the
p ri vate housing sector, with students incre a s i n g
their occupancy of HMOs and pri vate rental pro p e r-
t i e s .

G i ven that there is little debate re ga rding the
s eve re lack of affo rdable housing (in the bro a d e s t
sense of the wo rd) in London it fo l l ows that the
planning system should be doing all it pra c t i c a l ly
can to address the clear correlation between the
l a ck of bespoke student housing and the occupation
of HMOs and pri vate rental pro p e rties by students.

The London Plan appears to re c ognise the link
b e t ween student housing and the occupation of
p ri vate rental pro p e rties by not re q u i ring affo rd a b l e
housing in association with student housing
s ch e m e s . The rationale is clear – student housing
s chemes do contribute to the availability of affo rd-
able housing by freeing up pri vate rental pro p e rt i e s
p rev i o u s ly occupied by students due to lack of ava i l-
able bespoke accommodation. On the surfa c e , t h e
2009 consultation draft of the replacement London
Plan appears to re i t e rate this appro a ch with new
student housing provision being seen as key to
reducing pre s s u re on other parts of the housing

s t o ck curre n t ly occupied by students.
H oweve r, t u cked away in the supporting text is

the assumption that unless a proposal for student
accommodation is secured through a legal agre e-
ment for occupation by members of specifi e d
educational institutions for a predominant part of
the ye a r, then the development will normally be
subject to the re q u i rements of affo rdable housing.

This re q u i rement for affo rdable housing ri s k s
making any proposal for student accommodation
that is not associated with a particular unive rs i t y
u nviable thus potentially further exacerbating the
s u p p ly of student accommodation. What the
replacement London Plan fails to re c ognise is that
the short a ge of student accommodation is most
acute for international, p o s t g raduate and re s e a rch
students who often study independently from the
institution with wh i ch they are enro l l e d .The type of
accommodation sought by such students is
c o m m o n ly not campus based or tied to a part i c u l a r
institution wh e re rooms are provided ch e e k - by -
j owl alongside more enthusiastic fi rst year students,
but is rather higher quality, independent living
accommodation wh i ch pri o ritises the quality of the
living and studying env i ro n m e n t .

It is pre c i s e ly this type of pri va t e , i n d e p e n d e n t
student accommodation that meets an identifi e d
need that may be discoura ged from being bro u g h t
fo r wa rd on viability grounds due to the re q u i re m e n t
for affo rdable housing. Th e re is a real risk that this
a p p ro a ch will exacerbate the lack of accommoda-
tion available to those students, who are interna-
t i o n a l ly based or at an advanced stage of study,wh o
a re fo rced into the pri vate rental sector.

The London Plan must re c ognise that inde-
pendent student housing for wh i ch there is a clear
d e m o n s t rable need – especially if brought fo r wa rd
on commercial sites – will contribute to affo rd a b l e
housing by reducing pre s s u re on the pri vate re n t e d
s t o ck by those students who can not access
b e s p o ke student accommodation.The re q u i re m e n t
for on-site affo rdable housing risks placing addi-
tional cost burdens on such schemes that cater for a
type of housing need that, if left unaddre s s e d , w i l l
c o n t i nue to impact upon the availability of affo rd-
able housing.■

Affo rdable housing re q u i rements are stymieing mu ch-needed student housing schemes 
vital to London’s global appeal, a rgues Knight Fra n k ’s John Rich a rd s

The problem with 
students today …

THE LONDON PLAN MUST

RECOGNISE T H AT STUDENT

HOUSING WILL CONTRIBUTE TO

A F F O R DABLE HOUSING

John Rich a rds BSc (Hons)

MSc MRTPI is an

Associate at Knight Fra n k

L L P
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O P I N I O N S: REGIONAL STRATEGIES/SUMMER SCHOOL

With its theme of
'Planning to live within our
m e a n s ', this ye a r ’s
Planning Summer Sch o o l
at York in September will
lead on the impact of new
government policy for the
planning pro fession and
decision make rs with
London planners play i n g
i m p o rtant ro l e s .

When and wh e re better to learn about the new
ch a l l e n ges we face and develop the skills to meet
those ch a l l e n ge s . Don't miss this opportunity to
p re p a re for a new era of 'austerity' planning.

The line up of speake rs for both Planners ’ a n d
Elected Members ’ S chools includes John Gummer
M P, B a roness A n d rew s , L o rd Rich a rd Best OBE and
CLG Chief Planner, S t eve Quart e r m a i n . Head of
planning at LB Camden Ed Watson will show how

to manage development and Stewa rt Murray fro m
LB Barnet will talk about “Planning on a Fi ve r ” .Yo u
can take adva n t a ge of our early bird and mu l t i - b u y
discount tickets and allow your authority to max-
imise the benefits it will gain from the wh o l e
s chool pack a ge .

The many and va ried practical and info r m a t i ve
workshops and study tours will provide up to date
k n ow l e d ge and skills for the new era of planning. I n
a d d i t i o n , and within the context of the coalition’s
thoughts on the ‘Big Society’, we will be hav i n g
t wo ‘Big Debates’.

Elected Members will debate housing with con-
sultants Kelvin MacDonald and Julie Cowa n s
alongside HCA Chair, Ro b e rt Napier and A n d rew
Wh i t a ker of the Home Builders Fe d e ra t i o n , wh i l s t
another session will focus on the continuing need
to coordinate infra s t ru c t u re provision with papers
p rovided by Ja ck Hega rt y, M a n a ging Director of
Wy ch avon Council and Infra s t ru c t u re Planning

Commission ch a i r m a n , Sir Michael Pitt.
The Planners ’ S chool will fe a t u re a debate on

p ro s p e rity and grow t h , issues close to the heart of
the new gove r n m e n t ’s age n d a , when Unive rsity of
S u r rey Pro fessor Tim Ja ckson alongside the T C PA
Chief Planner, Dr Hugh Ellis will face London
S chool of Economics Pro fessor Paul Cheshire and
financial ex p e rt , Kate Barke r.

PSS provides training “ by pra c t i o n e rs for pra c-
t i o n e rs ” and is run by its volunteer members wh o
h ave their day jobs in a va riety of public and pri-
vate sector businesses. Its residential and campus
fo r m a t , with evening lectures and entert a i n m e n t ,
and its ega l i t a rian ethos, a l l ows delegates to get to
k n ow others and learn from their ex p e ri e n c e s .
Quality training at excellent value for money is
what we pride ours e l ves fo r.
The Elected Members’ School takes place from 3-7

September and the Planners’ School from 7-11

September. www.planningsummerschool.org

It is not a question of
saving a tier of bureau-
cracy or offe ring more
localism to a part i a l ly
i n formed electorate but
looking at what the stra t e-
gies do and what wo u l d
be lost without them.

The bedro ck is demo-
g ra p h i c s : p o p u l a t i o n
ch a n ge .The objective and
i m p a rtial Office fo r

National Statistics tells us how many births and
deaths are like ly and also based on trends wh a t
m i g ration rates will be. This in turn shows wh a t
housing pre s s u res there are – or are not - and
wh e re they are like ly to be fe l t , then the employ-
ment and infra s t ru c t u re and env i ronmental impli-
c a t i o n s .

These in turn have clear implications for our
e c o n o my in a competitive world as well as our

quality of life and indeed happiness. The market is
as interested in these matters as is the planning
system or the local community and they cannot be
manipulated for political ends without considera b l e
pain to one or another sector of society.

The obvious example is that too few houses
leads to unsatisfied shari n g, s c a rcity value of pro p-
e rty and possibly social unre s t , c e rt a i n ly discontent
and fru s t ration – sound familiar? Employ m e n t ,
i n f ra s t ru c t u re etc. a re equally vulnerable to instant
manipulation and tinke red with at our peri l . A l l
weighty matters .

It is more important to see what ge nuine and
l e gitimate fl exibility there is in these fundamentals
rather than spending endless time deciding what is
the best political vehicle to deliver them – be it
Re gions Counties or Distri c t s , since by the time that
has happened the palatable choices will have go n e .

In practice the room for manoeuvre is not gre a t .
The majority of the population will go on ge t t i n g
o l d e r, h aving ch i l d ren and dying at rates we have

little collective control ove r. G i ven the constra i n t s
on migration arising from European controls and
the needs of a useful wo r k fo rce the scope fo r
p l aying with these is not as great as politicians
would like to believe . We are unlike ly to move to
another planet any time soon so these are the only
d e m og raphics we have .

Th e re are limits to acceptable densities in urban
a reas and limits too to ru ral capacity, i r re s p e c t i ve of
some urge to protect some poorly unders t o o d
concepts of compact cities or Green Belt (a term
that is not an env i ronmental but rather an adminis-
t ra t i ve designation, i n c i d e n t a l ly ) .

These are the issues wh i ch led to the need for a
p ro fe s s i o n called Town and Country Planning. Fo r
h e ave n ’s sake , if Planning has any real meaning let’s
try to get back to its fundamentals again befo re we
disappear in this organisational cacophony, wh i ch I
try hard to see a greater aim for than mere ly to
manipulate future voting patterns rather than
ge nu i n e ly trying to make the places we have better.

A re gional va c u u m
Righteous and ex t e n s i ve concern has been ex p ressed about the new Gove r n m e n t ’s desire 
to abandon re gional stra t e gi e s . D rummond Robson ex p l o res what lies behind this.

D rummond Robson is a

planning consultant and

Hon Secretary of the

L P & D F

London planners show how to
plan to live within our means
L e o n o ra Ro zee prev i ews September’s fo rthcoming Planning Summer Sch o o l

Leonora Rozee OBE is

President of Planning

Summer School
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