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OFFICE OF THE

DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER

Mr R Lawson

39 Sunnycroft

Dcwnley

High Wycombe

Bucks HP13 5UG

Dear Mr Lawson

Thank you for your letter to the Deputy Prime Minister dated 24th September setting out the concerns of the High Wycombe Society about the Government’s proposals for reform of the planning system. I have been asked to reply.

You refer to the public consultation on the Planning Green Paper and in particular the response to the question “We are proposing to simplify the hierarchy of plans by strengthening regional planning and abolishing county structure plan. Do you agree?” Whilst it is correct to say that 90% of respondents were opposed to the broad question, in the detailed comments on this question, only 23% said that they wanted to keep/retain county (structure) plans.

You also refer to the response to the consultation question “We propose to replace local plans and Unitary Development Plans with a Local Development Framework. Do you agree?” A majority of respondents were opposed to aspects of the proposals for Local Development Frameworks set out in the planning green paper. However, it is not the case that the Government has disregarded objections to its proposals. The Government published a Planning Policy Statement Sustainable Communities: delivering through planning on 18th July which set out its proposals revised in light of the representations received on the Planning Green Paper, for example, retaining the right to be heard at the independent testing of development plans.

You are concerned that structure plans and local plans should be administered at a level democratically closer to the population than the regional level. The Government intends that plans at the regional level (Regional Spatial Strategies) should have a greater sub​-regional focus, supported by the counties amongst others. This sub-regional dimension will be critical. However, strategic issues, including sub regional matters, are no respecters of county administrative boundaries. It is essential that these issues are tackled on a functional rather than on a fixed administrative boundary basis. It seems sensible that these sub-regions should be defined by the regional planning bodies, all of which have at least 70% representation from local authorities, and that these issues are tackled as part of the RSS except where it is necessary to have separate sub-regional strategies

In tackling sub regional issues it is important that the strategic planning expertise of the counties is effectively utilised. In preparing both the strategy for the region as a whole and any sub-regional aspects, the regional planning body (Regional Chamber) will need to rely on advice and guidance from the local authorities, including county councils, in their area. The Government announced its intention to make legislative provision for the counties to act as agents of the regional planning bodies in helping to develop and secure implementation of the RSS and in particular in leading on sub-regional pads of the strategy (distribution of housing etc) where appropriate. Irrespective of this agency relationship, both because of the proposed statutory requirement that the counties should be consulted by the Chamber in revising the RSS and through their representation on the Chamber, the county councils will play an important part in the decision making processes.

The Government also made clear that the counties could have an important role in advising district authorities in the production of LDFs and in promoting general conformity with the RSS. In addition to this, of course, the counties will retain responsibility for transport, minerals and waste planning.

In relation to planning at the local level, Local Development Frameworks will still be prepared and adopted by district councils, as is the case with Local Plans and Unitary Development Plans. However, the Government intends that there should be more effective engagement and involvement of the community in the preparation of LDFs through a requirement for local authorities to prepare a Statement of Community Involvement. This would bring plan making closer to the community rather than making it more remote.
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