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the planner essay
Has the ‘long 2010s’ period of planning reform made life worse for the poorest in Britain?

Professor John Sturzaker and Dr Olivier Sykes — Thu 15th Feb 2024 
Planning reform since 2010 has created a raft of “regressive outcomes”, argue John Stuzaker and Olivier Sykes. But there’s a solution the next Government can follow
It has become almost a cliché to refer to the planning system in England as being under a constant state of reform, but like many clichés it is also the truth. 

Another oft-repeated observation by planners is that we are blamed for societal problems from climate change to flooding to obesity, making decisions too slowly yet not spending enough time engaging with the public.

In our recently published book Planning in a Failing State , we argue that the ‘state’ that planning is in is very largely the fault of failures by ‘the state’ – ie, the UK Government – and is not the fault of planners.

Some of the results of these failures are well known: constant reforms and tinkering with the planning system have resulted in poor local plan coverage across England, with housebuilding getting nowhere near the Government’s targets. 
What can sometimes be overlooked, though, is that the botched series of changes to planning and related fields over the last 14 years have resulted in profoundly regressive outcomes in our society. Rather than making life better for the least well off, the reverse has happened.
In the book we talk about four ‘R’s of analysis to frame this failure. The first three –  Rhetoric, Rapidity of reform and Resourcing – combine to create the fourth: Regressive outcomes across a range of scales and through various policy areas. But what are these regressive outcomes and how are they related to planning and the built environment?
Discretionary funding
Overall, non-ring-fenced grants to local authorities were cut by 86 per cent during the first decade of Conservative-led governments, as was the budget for DLUHC and its predecessor departments. 
The impacts of this on local authority planning services  are well recognised, with those in more deprived parts of the country seeing proportionally larger cuts in budgets. 
It’s worth remembering that this is not an accidental outcome of Government policy; indeed, the Prime Minister boasted about doing so when he was running for election as Conservative party leader. Speaking to party members in Tunbridge Wells, he said : “I managed to start changing the funding formulas to make sure areas like this are getting the funding they deserved… We inherited a bunch of formulas from Labour that shoved all the funding into deprived urban areas and that needed to be undone. I started the work of undoing that”.
The consequences of this for people and places are visible on the streets of our towns and cities, from increased homelessness to a poorly maintained urban realm. More insidious perhaps are the hidden consequences, such as the poor-quality housing which is characteristic of England, with inadequate insulation, small rooms and lack of access to high-quality outdoor space problems that afflict many of us. As with many other parts of life, these problems are worse if you are poor – and/or young .
Neighbourhood planning/loss of strategic planning
Neighbourhood planning was introduced in England as a key plank of the 2011 Localism Act, trumpeted with language that even at the time seemed optimistic – and with the benefit of hindsight, ludicrously so.
Those of us who worked in planning at the time might remember the Secretary of State of the then Department for Communities and Local Government, (now Lord) Eric Pickles, and his evangelical promises about neighbourhood planning  doing what he said the “Soviet tractor style top-down” regional spatial strategies had failed to do, and generate support amongst communities for new housing developments.
This has evidently not happened, and neither has neighbourhood planning been taken up with the enthusiasm that the Government of the time expected. They anticipated that by 2022, more than 4,000 communities would have adopted a neighbourhood plan. The actual number was less than a third of this. 
Of particular relevance to our argument here, however, is the type of communities which have chosen to do so. In Planning in a Failing State we analyse the latest data from DLUHC, showing that more than half of neighbourhood planning activity is in the least deprived parts of the country – and that wealthier communities are more likely to get their neighbourhood plans adopted. 
We think this matters both as a point of principle – given the statutory weight given to neighbourhood plans, it is inequitable that wealthier communities are more likely to be able to have their say – and because without a neighbourhood plan poorer communities are less able to influence what goes on in the place they live in.
When added to the parlous nature of many local authority planning departments, and the lack of statutory strategic planning and the tools that may historically have been available to allocate development to places which need it the most, this points to more deprived places lacking the sort of proactive planning needed to address long-standing problems.
Permitted development rights and health
The significant expansion of permitted development (PD) rights since 2010 has resulted in the conversion of many commercial and other buildings into new homes. Again, this was heralded by Eric Pickles as being an entirely good thing, “unshackling developers from a legacy of bureaucratic planning”  . 
Some in the development sector have indeed noted the benefits of this, and presumably those who own such buildings are delighted that they can generate greater profits. However, as Ben Clifford of UCL has argued .  since very shortly after the expansion of PD rights, the quality of much of this new housing leaves much to be desired. One of the chapters of Planning in a Failing State, written by our colleagues Richard Dunning, Alex Lord and Mark Smith, focuses on the health outcomes of the expansion of permitted development. Planning, of course, has a long association with public health – Ebenezer Howard’s famous Three Magnets diagram emphasised the health benefits of the garden city, for example.
Through exploring residential conversions using permitted development rights in several local authorities, the evidence in Planning in a Failing State shows that many of these conversions are in the unhealthiest areas of those local authorities – in terms of air quality, access to blue/green infrastructure and the quality of the retail environment – ie, access to healthy food. 
As noted above, those “choosing” to live in such locations are often the poorest in society, who in reality have little choice about where and in what conditions they can afford to live. Our argument, therefore, is that deregulating the conversion of buildings to residential use, and hence removing planning controls on where and in what form housing is developed, has profoundly regressive outcomes.
Follow the evidence
In this summary of some of the arguments explored in greater detail in Planning in a Failing State, we have highlighted evidence which shows that the changes introduced to planning since 2010 have, in many cases, led to outcomes which can only be described as regressive – they have made the lives of poorer people worse, not better. 

A properly funded system of evidence-led planning is essential to the delivery of more progressive outcomes

Writing as we are in a year when a General Election seems inevitable, we hope that, in the event that this heralds a change in Government, that the incoming administration takes note of this and recognises that a properly funded system of evidence-led planning is essential to the delivery of more progressive outcomes.
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