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Planning for major
i n f ra s t ru c t u re in 
England and Wales 
New infrastructure is essential for sustain-
able economic grow t h . The Gove r n m e n t
made clear its commitment in the
October 2010 Spending Rev i ew, h i g h l i g h t-
ing some £200billion of pri vate and public
sector investment in new infra s t ru c t u re
expected over the next fi ve ye a rs ,
M i n i s t e rs are putting a premium on ensur-
ing that the planning system for major
i n f ra s t ru c t u re is fit for the twe n t y - fi rs t
c e n t u r y.

This investment in infra s t ru c t u re is not
just about growth and new jobs –
although that’s vitally important over the
coming ye a rs – it’s also a day to day
n e c e s s i t y, a n d , although we may take it
for gra n t e d , h aving the right infra s t ru c t u re
in place will be essential for us and future
ge n e rations to come.

S o, the Government is committed to a
planning re gime for major infra s t ru c t u re
that is effe c t i ve , e fficient and tra n s p a re n t
and is making some important ch a n ges to
the Planning Act 2008, t h rough the

Localism Bill to improve the system.

The Localism Bill
Some of the ch a n ges in the Localism

Bill aim to improve and streamline ex i s t-
ing pro c e s s e s . But the most import a n t
ch a n ges aim to re s t o re democratic legi t i-
m a cy in the re gi m e . Fi rs t , a new re q u i re-
ment for Parliament to scrutinise and
a p p rove National Po l i cy Statements
b e fo re they are designated; s e c o n d ,
returning the responsibility for major
i n f ra s t ru c t u re decision-making to
M i n i s t e rs whilst ensuring that decisions
a re taken within the prev i o u s ly estab-
lished statutory time limits.

Subject to the passage of the Bill, t h e
I n f ra s t ru c t u re Planning Commission (IPC)
will close in Ap ril 2012 and its functions
will tra n s fer to a new Major Infra s t ru c t u re
Planning Unit, within the Planning
I n s p e c t o ra t e . Transitional arra n ge m e n t s
will ensure projects befo re the IPC at the
time of these ch a n ges will not have to

s t a rt the planning process aga i n . G re g
C l a r k , the Minister for Decentra l i s a t i o n
re c e n t ly confirmed additional details
about the transition including leaders h i p
a r ra n gements for the Planning
I n s p e c t o rate and plan to retain the skills
and ex p e rtise of Co m m i s s i o n e rs until
2 0 1 4 .

From 1 Ap ril 2011, Sir Michael Pitt
became Chief Exe c u t i ve of the Planning
I n s p e c t o rate in addition to his curre n t
post as head of the Infra s t ru c t u re Planning
Co m m i s s i o n . He is dividing his time equal-
ly between both orga n i s a t i o n s . Once the
I n f ra s t ru c t u re Planning Commission closes
Sir Michael will become the full-time
Chief Exe c u t i ve of the Planning
I n s p e c t o rate that includes the Major
I n f ra s t ru c t u re Planning Unit. He will ove r-
see the transition period and ensure that
the new integrated Planning Inspectora t e
d e l i ve rs an excellent service across its
ra n ge of work as well as providing ex c e l-
lent value for money. These arra n ge m e n t s
will provide strong leadership and va l u a b l e
stability during a period of signifi c a n t
ch a n ge for both orga n i s a t i o n s .

The Minister was clear that fo l l ow i n g
the ch a n ges in the Localism Bill the
re gime must be:
• a front-loaded re gime with clear oppor-
tunities for local communities to enga ge
t h roughout the pro c e s s ;
• a re gime wh e re the policy is clearly set
out in National Po l i cy Statements prov i d-
ing certainty and pre d i c t a b i l i t y ;
• a speedy and efficient re gi m e , with in-
built statutory timetables, wh i ch delive rs
robust re s u l t s ; a n d
• a democra t i c a l ly accountable re gi m e
wh i ch allows Parliament to approve
National Po l i cy Statements and Ministers
to determine all infra s t ru c t u re applica-
tions of national import a n c e .
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The Department produced in December 2010
a Work Plan for major infra s t ru c t u re planning
re form wh i ch gi ves further information about the
G overnments specific proposals for the major
i n f ra s t ru c t u re planning re gi m e . It is available on
our web site at: h t t p : / / w w w. c o m mu n i t i e s .
gov. u k / p u b l i c a t i o n s / p l a n n i n ga n d b u i l d i n g / m i p-
wo r k p l a n

Progress with National Policy Statements
Good prog ress is being made to finalise and

put in place the suite of National Po l i cy
Statements (NPSs), wh i ch will provide the deci-
sion-making fra m ework for the Infra s t ru c t u re
Planning Commission and then for Ministers . D ra f t
E n e rgy NPSs and the draft Waste Water NPS have
been published for consultation and scru t i ny by
Pa r l i a m e n t . We expect to lay a final ve rsion of the
E n e rgy NPSs for approval in the spring and the
Waste Water NPS in the summer, p rior to designa-
t i o n .

New applications
Th e re has been some discussion about the vo l-

ume of applications, wh i ch the Infra s t ru c t u re
Planning Commission (IPC) we re predicted to
re c e i ve in its fi rst ye a r. To date, t h ree applications
h ave been made to the IPC. Of those, t wo have
been accepted for examination and one has been
re j e c t e d . Th e re are also around 50 projects cur-
re n t ly with the IPC at the pre-application stage .
The re gime is still in its infa n cy but we do ex p e c t
to see an increasing fl ow of applications betwe e n
n ow and 2012. The IPC’s caseload estimates pre-

dict that around 20 projects will be with them by
Ap ril 2012, re p resenting a total potential inve s t-
ment value to the UK of around £15 billion.

New Infrastructure projects in London
London will, of cours e , h ave its share of new

major infra s t ru c t u re projects of wh i ch Cro s s ra i l
and the Thames Tunnel are just two. 2011 should
mark the start of an exciting period for Cro s s ra i l
wh i ch is due to begin tunnelling activity towa rd s
the end of the ye a r. C ro s s rail will provide a wo r l d
class ra i l way ; servicing eight new underg round sta-
tions in the central section, and 27 upgraded sta-
tions wh i ch will bring an additional 1.5 million
people within 45 minutes commuting distance of
London's key business distri c t s . Th e re should be a
phased introduction of Cro s s rail services fro m
2 0 1 8 .

The Thames Tunnel is another major new pro-
posal wh i ch will benefit London by helping to pre-
vent the pollution of the ri ver Th a m e s . The Tu n n e l
is a sewer proposed to be 7.2m in diameter (the
width of three London buses), wh i ch will ru n
a round 22km, f rom west to east London, up to 75
m e t res below gro u n d , b ro a d ly fo l l owing the ro u t e
of the ri ve r. If granted permission, it will interc e p t
the most polluting sewer ove r fl ow s , to capture
s ewa ge wh i ch would otherwise spill into the
Th a m e s , b e fo re tra n s fe r ring it via the Lee Tunnel to
the Beckton sewa ge works to be tre a t e d . Th a m e s
Water has a target date of mid-2012 for the sub-
mission of their planning application. Th e
G overnment re c e n t ly consulted on the dra f t
Waste Water National Po l i cy Statement wh i ch

included details of the Thames Tunnel and pro p o s-
es to bring the application into the major infra-
s t ru c t u re planning re gime because of its scale and
c o m p l ex i t y. On that basis the final decision is like-
ly to be made by Ministers at some point in 2013.

The new regime
The ch a n ges we are putting in place will gi ve

the country a planning system for major infra-
s t ru c t u re wh i ch is fa s t e r, m o re pre d i c t a b l e , e ffi-
cient and tra n s p a re n t . Th ey will gi ve us a re gi m e
wh i ch provides business with the confidence and
c e rtainty it needs to move fo r wa rd with new infra-
s t ru c t u re pro j e c t s . In turn this will help us to
s e c u re the investment we need to deliver the
u p d a t e d , modern infra s t ru c t u re wh i ch is critical fo r
the UK’s future growth and pro s p e ri t y.

Some deve l o p e rs may be waiting to see the
outcome of these ch a n ges befo re making a fi r m
commitment to new investment in projects – I
can provide some re a s s u rance on this. Whilst we
a re still working on some of the pro c e d u ral detail,
these ch a n ges will be implemented without caus-
ing any unnecessary delays or interruption to
applications – Ministers are absolutely committed
to existing timetables. Th e re will be no diffe re n c e ,
or ra d i c a l ly diffe rent ex p e ri e n c e , for deve l o p e rs
and others with an interest in the prog ress of a
case in the system. The ch a n ges the Gove r n m e n t
is making are not an overhaul of the major infra-
s t ru c t u re re gi m e : we are retaining the key ele-
ments of the infra s t ru c t u re planning re gime set
out in the Planning Act 2008. It will be an effi c i e n t ,
s p e e dy and tra n s p a rent re gi m e , but it will also be a
m o re democratic one.

The Government is also listening care f u l ly to
what our external part n e rs have to say about the
n ew major infra s t ru c t u re planning re gi m e . We are
i n t e rested in hearing about people’s ex p e rience of
the process and their ideas on how we can
i m p rove the operation of the re gi m e . But that is
for tomorrow. Right now we are working hard to
e n s u re that the day of transition to the new
re gime will be an unremarkable and an uneve n t f u l
d ay ! •  
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Number of Nationally significant prohects on IPC books reaches 50
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Central to both the Co n s e r va t i ve Pa rt y
G reen Paper “Open Source Planning” a n d
the planning policies contained in the
Coalition A g reement Document “ O u r
P rog ramme for Gove r n m e n t ” was the
clear policy commitment to “abolish the
unelected Infra s t ru c t u re Planning
Commission (IPC) and replace it with an
e fficient and democra t i c a l ly accountable
system that provides a fast tra ck pro c e s s
for major infra s t ru c t u re pro j e c t s ” . Th i s
commitment is being taken fo r wa rd and
the intention is that pro b a b ly on 1 Ap ri l
2012 the IPC will cease to exist and its
functions and staff will be tra n s fe r red to a
n ew Major Infra s t ru c t u re Planning Unit
(MIPU) within the Planning Inspectora t e
(with whom the IPC alre a dy shares a
building in Bri s t o l ) .

The question on eve r yo n e ’s lips is:
What impact will these proposals have on
the planning system? Cynics would no
doubt answe r : “ p ro b a b ly very little”. We
k n ow from Government statements that
the pro c e d u res are to remain large ly the
s a m e . Th ey will remain “within the same
statutory fa s t - t ra ck timeframe as the cur-
rent re gi m e ” . It appears that the commis-
s i o n e rs and staff will stay the same, s i m p ly
being tra n s fe r red across under the Tra n s fe r
of Undertakings Employment Pro t e c t i o n
(TUPE) re g u l a t i o n s . Although a couple of
statutory ch a n ges are proposed - all deci-
sions are to be made by the Secretary of
State and National Po l i cy Statements
must be approved by a positive vote of
both Houses of Parliament - this is, t h e
a rgument go e s , m e re ly tinke ring round the
e d ges and it will be “business as usual”
once MIPU is established.

B u t , if the very real and urgent infra-
s t ru c t u re needs of the country are to be
a d d re s s e d , it is to be hoped that the
o p p o rtunity will be taken in the passage of
the Localism Bill and in the nego t i a t i o n s
going on between the IPC and the
Planning Inspectorate to address some of

the perc e i ved shortcomings that are cer-
t a i n ly ex p ressed by deve l o p e rs about the
s y s t e m , with wh i ch , it must be ack n ow l-
e d ge d , m a ny are stru ggling to get to gri p s .

The IPC was set up to deal with
N a t i o n a l ly Significant Infra s t ru c t u re
P rojects (NSIPs) - major projects in the
e n e rgy, t ra n s p o rt , waste and water sectors .
In London, the only project curre n t ly on
the IPC’s books is Thames Wa t e r ’s pro p o s-
als for the Thames Ti d eway Tunnel - a pro-
posed 14km long 8m diameter tunnel
wh i ch will store sewa ge wh i ch , in storm
c o n d i t i o n s , c u r re n t ly ove r fl ows into the
Th a m e s . The project is urge n t ly needed to
enable the UK Government to comply
with an EU water quality dire c t i ve .

Other projects wh i ch could well go to
the IPC or its successor, M I P U, include new
rail projects (such as the proposed high
speed London to Birmingham rail link
wh i ch is curre n t ly being consulted on) and
e n e rgy projects wh i ch ge n e rate at least 50
MW of electri c i t y. Whilst I intend no cri t i-
cism of the IPC itself, wh i ch I think is doing
a very good job in very difficult circ u m-
s t a n c e s , it is undeniable that there are a
number of concerns, p a rt i c u l a r ly among
d eve l o p e rs and would-be deve l o p e rs ,
about how the system is operating in
p ra c t i c e .

Fi rs t ly, just how fast tra ck is “ fa s t
t ra ck”? It must be ack n ow l e d ged that the
IPC is operating a new system, wh i ch is
c o m p l ex , with hu ge demands being placed
on deve l o p e rs , with wh i ch they are still
getting to gri p s . But wh a t ever the re a s o n s ,
it does seem there is a major problem in
terms of actually even getting to the point
wh e re the application can be submitted to
and accepted by the IPC.Th e re are lengthy
and complex pre-application consultation
p rocesses wh i ch have to be demonstra b ly
gone through befo re the application will
be accepted, and no-one appears able to
put a timescale on these pro c e s s e s .Wh i l s t
t h e re are tight statutory timescales the

IPC is re q u i red to meet once the applica-
tion is befo re it, t h e re is no measure m e n t
of the pre-application timescales. This can
be illustrated by the fact that, of the 50+
p rojects wh i ch we re notified to the IPC
quite quick ly after it opened for business
at the end of 2009, 46 are still descri b e d
on the IPC website as being in pre - a p p l i c a-
t i o n . O n ly three have re a ched the stage of
an application having been accepted and
o n ly one is in ex a m i n a t i o n .

Th e re are , no doubt, a number of re a-
sons why that might be - deve l o p e rs and
their advisers not yet being familiar with
the system; u n c e rtain economic outlook,
l a ck of available finance etc - but there is
u n c e rtainty among deve l o p e rs about how
long to allow for the pre - a p p l i c a t i o n
p ro c e s s .What the pro m o t e rs of infra s t ru c-
t u re schemes need, l i ke all deve l o p e rs , i s
reasonable certainty as to the timescale
i nvo l ve d . The system seems, at the
m o m e n t , to be failing them in that re ga rd .

A second concern relates to national
Po l i cy Statements (NPSs). NPSs are the
p rimary consideration in the IPC’s decision
m a k i n g. Wh e re there is a re l evant NPS in
p l a c e , decisions on NSIPs mu s t , except in
very limited circ u m s t a n c e s , be made in
line with any re l evant policies in that NPS.
The problem is that, although the NSIP
system has been in place for about a ye a r,
to date, no NPSs have been fo r m a l ly
a d o p t e d . The CLG document “ M a j o r
I n f ra s t ru c t u re Planning Re fo r m :Work Plan”
sets out the rough timetable for adoption
of the NPSs. The fi rs t , the suite of energy
NPSs are due to be presented to
Parliament in “ S p ring 2011” with the av i a-
tion NPS not proposed to even go out fo r
consultation until March 2012. G i ven the
c e n t ral importance to the system of NPSs,
their absence must be having an impact
on the work of the IPC. A ga i n , what deve l-
o p e rs want and need is a re a s o n a b l e
d e g ree of cert a i n t y. NPSs will gi ve them
the certainty that, if their deve l o p m e n t

N a t i o n a l ly Signifi c a n t
I n f ra s t ru c t u re Pro j e c t s
N i gel Hewitson provides his wish list for the transition process from the IPC to MIPU
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a c c o rds with re l evant policy, all other things being
e q u a l , t h ey should re c e i ve their Deve l o p m e n t
Consent Ord e r. At the moment, d eve l o p e rs are
o p e rating in a policy va c u u m .

Th e re are also concerns in terms of the statuto-
ry pro c e d u res for examination of applications.
Evidence is pri m a ri ly to be in written form and,
wh e re there are heari n g s , t h ey are to be inquisitor-
ial in nature , led by the Co m m i s s i o n e r ( s ) . One of
the perc e i ved shortcomings of an inquisitori a l
p rocess as against an adve rs a rial process is the lack
of opportunity to fo re n s i c a l ly cro s s - examine wit-
n e s s e s . The existence of cro s s - examination impos-
es a discipline on ex p e rt witnesses. If they know
t h ey are going to be cro s s - ex a m i n e d , t h ey will
temper what they say in evidence and make sure
t h ey can defend it. Absent the opportunity to
c ro s s - ex a m i n e , it is important to ensure that the
c o m m i s s i o n e rs who are going to lead the pro c e s s
h ave the ex p e rtise to ask the key questions, t o
impose that same discipline on ex p e rt witnesses,
so that they don’t make claims that perhaps, o n
fo rensic cro s s - ex a m i n a t i o n , t h ey wo u l d n ’t be able
to support .

Th e re is a perc e i ved lack of parity of arms in
the system. Local authorities and commu n i t y
g roups have a key role to play in the process but
s i m p ly do not have the re s o u rc e s , that the deve l-
oper has, to employ a team of ex p e rt witnesses
and law ye rs . It is difficult to see how that issue can
be addressed in the current financial climate, but it
is a concern.

Fi n a l ly, t h e re must be a risk of potential lega l
ch a l l e n ges part i c u l a r ly under the Human Rights
Ac t . A rticle 6 of the Co nvention provides that
eve r y b o dy is entitled to a fair trial within a re a s o n-
able time of matters concerning their civil libert i e s ,
and A rticle 1 of Protocol 1 provides protection fo r
an individual’s pro p e rt y, except by process of law.
Wh e re there is compulsory purchase in part i c u l a r, I
expect early decisions of the commission to be
ch a l l e n ged on the basis of the system allege d ly
b re a ching those pri n c i p l e s .

So my wish list for the transition process fro m
the IPC to MIPU is: (1) streamline and clarify the
p re-application pro c e d u res - especially the
timescales invo l ve d ; (2) ensure that the NPSs are

adopted at the earliest possible time so that deve l-
o p e rs can have greater confidence that ultimately
their scheme will obtain Development Co n s e n t ; ( 3 )
e n s u re that the necessary ex p e rtise is ava i l a b l e
among Co m m i s s i o n e rs so that all ex p e rt witnesses
can be fo re n s i c a l ly examined to ensure their ev i-
dence is sound in all re s p e c t s . This would also
assist gre a t ly in minimising opportunities for lega l

ch a l l e n ges to be brought under the Human Rights
Ac t .

The country despera t e ly needs new infra s t ru c-
t u re . For ex a m p l e , unless new ge n e rating capacity
is delive re d , t h e re will be an energy short a ge in the
UK within a very few ye a rs . It is to be hoped MIPU
q u i ck ly becomes the effi c i e n t , fa s t - t ra ck pro c e s s
we have been pro m i s e d . •

London infrastructure
Thames Ti d eway Tu n n e l , ring main ex t e n s i o n s , water and
s ewa ge wo r k s
Thames Wa t e r
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L o n d o n

On 29 June 2010, Decentralisation
Minister Greg Clark announced the closure
of the Infra s t ru c t u re Planning Co m m i s s i o n
(IPC) in line with the Co a l i t i o n
G ove r n m e n t ’s A g re e m e n t .The IPC, c re a t e d
in 2009, replaced eight previous consent
re gimes for major infra s t ru c t u re applica-
tions (such as ra i l way s , a i rp o rt s , wa s t e
m a n a gement facilities and energy plants).
The Localism Bill has now confirmed the
abolition of the IPC and its re p l a c e m e n t
with a Major Infra s t ru c t u re Planning Unit
(MIPU) within the Planning Inspectora t e .

For Londoners , all this may bring back
m e m o ries of the infamous Heathrow
Terminal Fi ve (T5) planning process wh i ch
will go down in history as an example of
h ow not to do planning.The Heathrow T 5 ,
took nearly nine ye a rs (Fe b ruary 1993 to
N ovember 2001), cost about £60 million
in fe e s , ge n e rated a 600-page re p o rt , a n d
despite nearly four ye a rs of public inquiry
left many people disenchanted the plan-
ning system. Highlighting this para d ox , t h e
Economist Journal wro t e : “ Few countri e s
h ave ended up with a planning system
wh i ch manages both to hold projects up
for decades, and to gi ve people the fe e l i n g
that they don’t have any say at all” ( Th e
Ec o n o m i s t , 10 November 2001:38). M a ny
fa c t o rs contributed to the Heathrow T 5
s a ga , s u ch as:
• National policy vacuum (no national av i-
ation policy fra m ework to inform the
i n s p e c t o r ’s decision)

I n a p p ro p riate level of decision making
for nationally significant deve l o p m e n t
• Lack of adequate evidence base (insuffi-
cient technical and other info r m a t i o n )
• Ad ve rs a rial public hearing (formal cro s s
ex a m i n a t i o n )
• Inefficient gove r n m e n t ’s perfo r m a n c e
(l e n g t hy pre- and post-inquiry pro c e s s e s )

The Heathrow T5 ex p e ri e n c e , t h e re fo re ,
is seen as a major catalyst for the re fo r m
of the planning system in 2008 and the
c reation of the IPC, an independent and

c e n t ra l ly-appointed body wh i ch became
responsible for considering and deciding
on major infra s t ru c t u re s . The question we
need to ask is the extent to wh i ch the
2008 re form and the IPC addressed the
s h o rtcomings of cases such as Heathrow
T 5 , and whether the new re gime and the
t ransition to the MIPU would make the
decisions better or wo rs e .

The problem of national policy va c u u m
was addre s s e d , albeit to a limited degre e ,
by the gove r n m e n t ’s commitment to issue
National Po l i cy Statements (NPSs) for dif-
fe rent types of infra s t ru c t u re (see Table 1
on prog ress made so fa r ) . The NPSs are
p re p a red by diffe rent government depart-
m e n t s . The lack of ove ra rching and inte-
g rated fra m ework means that the connec-
tion between diffe rent national polices on
d i ffe rent types of infra s t ru c t u res is tenu-
o u s , despite the Department fo r
Co m munities and Local Gove r n m e n t ’s
c o o rdinating ro l e . Fu rt h e r m o re , with the
exception of the nuclear energy, the NPSs
l a ck a spatial dimension.Th e re fo re , t h e re is
no indication of what needs to go wh e re ,
and how new infra s t ru c t u res are to be

i n t e g rated into local development stra t e-
gi e s .

This lack of spatial clarity and the lim-
ited consultation on the broad location of
f u t u re major infra s t ru c t u re has cre a t e d
u n c e rtainty for the industry and led to
inadequate enga gement with local com-
mu n i t i e s . Th e re fo re , a ny future improve-
ments to the NPSs should include a spatial
ove r l ay wh i ch is not to be confused with
detailed site allocation. Making the NPSs
spatial will encoura ge local commu n i t i e s
to become more pro a c t i ve . It will also
enable local planning processes to max-
imise the potential opportunities wh i ch
m ay arise from new infra s t ru c t u re inve s t-
ments in their particular localities. G i v i n g
local communities the chance to be
i nvo l ved upstream is crucial if gove r n m e n t
is serious about its Localism A ge n d a . A
major ch a n ge introduced in Localism Bill is
that the NPSs will be subject to
Parliamentary approva l .

As re ga rds the level of decision making,
the 2008 re form was also an improve-
ment compared with the previous system
b e c a u s e , it made it clear that nationally

From the IPC to the MIPU

Good news for democra cy but is it be good news for speed and effi c i e n cy too? –
asks Simin Davo u d i
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BELOW LEFT: Heathrow Terminal 5 

Source: dailymail.co.uk

RIGHT: Brig y Cwm Energy from Waste EfW) Facility at

Cwmbargoed, Merthyr Tydfil, Application submitted to

IPC, currently at pre-examination stage.

Source IPC

s i g n i ficant infra s t ru c t u res should be decided at the
national leve l . H oweve r, up-scaling decision mak-
ing does not mean bypassing the democra t i c
p ro c e s s e s , as the IPC did. As in other levels of plan-
n i n g, decision making should always reside with
d e m o c ra t i c a l ly elected members in town halls,
Whitehall or We s t m i n s t e r, as appro p ri a t e . The ro l e
of independent pro fessionals and ex p e rts is to
e n s u re that such decisions are informed by the
best available know l e d ge , wh i ch includes not just
the coded know l e d ge of ex p e rt s , but cru c i a l ly the
k n ow l e d ge and ex p e rience of local commu n i t i e s .
The transition from the IPC to the MIPU will
re s t o re the democratic accountability of infra-
s t ru c t u re planning and is there fo re a step in the
right dire c t i o n . H oweve r, m o re can be done to
enhance the quality of public enga gement wh i ch is
not necessari ly the same as conducting ex c e s s i ve ly
long consultation pro c e s s e s .

On the issue of ev i d e n c e - b a s e , the IPC was not
expected to undert a ke ori ginal re s e a rch . I n s t e a d
their responsibility was to gather the existing ev i-
dence and examine their validity by drawing on a
pool of ex p e rt advisors . A significant part of the
evidence ga t h e ring process was the Local Impact
Re p o rt (LIR). Re l evant local authorities we re
re q u i red to provide detailed information about the
p roposed site in a re l a t i ve ly short period time. Th i s
in the past has put a lot of stress part i c u l a r ly on
s m a l l e r, i n s u ffi c i e n t ly - re s o u rced local authori t i e s .
The new MIPU will fo l l ow a similar pro c e d u re so
t h e re will not be any major ch a n ges except that in
the current climate of cuts in public ex p e n d i t u re ,
local authorities will find it incre a s i n g ly difficult to

p roduce LIR (or its equivalent in the new system)
in a timely and satisfactory fa s h i o n .

The creation of IPC streamlined the long adve r-
s a rial public hearing and replaced it with an inquis-
i t i ve system with questioning at hearings being led
by Co m m i s s i o n e rs . The new systems will return to
the adve rs a rial style wh i ch although is useful in
teasing out complex details and unravelling tech-
nical jargo n s , it may at the same time alien those
s t a ke h o l d e rs who are less ve rsed in cro s s - ex a m i n a-
tion skills.

Fi n a l ly, with re ga rd to gove r n m e n t ’s perfo r m-
ance in delive ring fa s t - t ra ck and efficient decision
making the new consenting re gime seems less
c o nvincing than the IPC. The main concern is that
the new system, in wh i ch decisions will be take n
not by an independent panel but by a minister,
m ay cause unreasonable delays and bottleneck s .
G i ven the state of the existing infra s t ru c t u res in
the UK and the gove r n m e n t ’s ambitious targets fo r
t ra n s formation to a low carbon economy and
adaptation to climate ch a n ge , s u ch delays may
lead to seve re consequences. These concerns are
g rounded in gove r n m e n t s ’ past performance in
relation to cases such as the Heathrow T 5 , wh e re
in addition to the time taken by the public inquiry
f u rther delays we re caused by the post-inquiry
p ro c e s s . It took nearly two ye a rs (Fe b ruary 1999 to
December 2000) for the inspector to complete
their re p o rt , and nearly one year (December 2000

to November 2001) and a ch a n ge of Minister fo r
the government to announce the decision. Pe o p l e
a re now ri g h t ly concerned that the new consent-
ing re gime may fall into a similar pattern and
become stuck in political wra n g l i n g.

To conclude, I believe that the transition fro m
the IPC to the MIPU is a step fo r wa rd in terms of
a d d ressing issues of democratic accountability. To
e n s u re that it does not turn out to be a step back-
wa rd in terms of addressing issues of speed and
e ffi c i e n cy two things need to be put in place: o n e
is stra t e gic and the other is pro c e d u ra l .
S t ra t e gi c a l ly, the fo rthcoming national planning
p o l i cy fra m ework (NPPF) should act as fi rs t ly, a n
ove ra rching stra t e gy for diffe rent types of infra-
s t ru c t u re deve l o p m e n t , and secondly, a link
b e t ween this and other major policy areas such as
f u t u re housing supply. Fu rt h e r m o re , both NPPF
and NPSs should be spatial; indicating in bro a d
terms not just what infra s t ru c t u re we need, b u t
also wh e re we need them most. Making these pol-
i cy fra m eworks spatial will provide more cert a i n t y
for the industry and better opportunities for local
c o m munities to be pro - a c t i ve in shaping the
f u t u re of their localities. M o re ove r, a ch i ev i n g
u p s t ream agreements on the broad location of
c ritical infra s t ru c t u res would help making the
M I P U ’s decisions less contentious. P ro c e d u ra l ly, i t
is important that both the inspectors ’ re c o m m e n-
dations and the ministers ’ decisions are made
within a pre - d e fined timescale to wh i ch they
s t ri c t ly adhere . In is true that there are statutory
timetables alre a dy in place; the question is how fa r
t h ey will be observe d .

All this means that the coming ye a rs will be
testing times for the gove r n m e n t ’s twin pro m i s e
o f : on the one hand enhancing democra t i c
accountability in major infra s t ru c t u re planning,
and on the other hand making timely, e fficient and
sustainable decisions, and in the context of a va s t-
ly reduced re s o u rce base and an expected rise in
the number of applications. I can only wish them
l u ck ! •

Source: Adapted

from the IPC web -

sites http://infra -

s t r u c t u r e . i n d e p e n d -

ent.gov.uk/ 
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