
 

 

Gravesham Borough Council 

Report to: Planning Delivery Committee 

Date: 13 September 2011 

Reporting officer: Director, Business 

Subject: Draft National Planning Policy Framework 

Purpose and summary of report:  

To explain the current Government consultation on the Draft National Planning Policy 
Framework and the implications for Gravesham 

Recommendations: 

The Planning Delivery Portfolio holder be asked to write to the Department of Communities 
and Local Government raising the concerns outlined in paragraph 4.5 
 
 

1. Introduction 

1.1 The Government published on 25 July a draft of National Planning Policy 
Framework.  It is out to consultation until 17 October 2011. It has already attracted 
adverse comment from a number of environmental organisations such as the 
National Trust and CPRE and strong support from some business organisations.  
It is controversial, though that does not mean it will change significantly.  This 
report is to explain what it contains and the context, and suggest some key 
comments that could be recommended to the Lead Member. 

1.2 The full document can be found at: 
http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/planningandbuilding/pdf/1951811.pdf 

A CLG summary of the document is attached 

1.3 As a consultation document it is regarded as clear indication of the Governments 
“direction of travel” and is therefore capable of being a material consideration for 
the determination of planning applications, appeals etc now. 

2. Background 

2.1 Planning policy is made up of a number documents from a number of sources: 

• Government Guidance – principally in the form of PPS’s (Planning Policy 
Statements) and PPG’s (Planning Policy Guidance – which were in the 
process of being replaced by PPS’s) but also some circular’s and other policy 
statements – they are a material consideration in determining planning 
applications 
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• National Policy Statements (NPS) – prepared by Government and used by the 
Infrastructure Planning Commission (IPC) to determine applications under its 
procedures – six of these have been approved relating to energy – they have 
to be taken into account when preparing a development plan and determining 
applications (on relevant cases below the IPC thresholds) and can override it 
(i.e. for IPC the development plan is only a material consideration) 

• Regional Spatial Strategy – in our case the South East Plan – part of the 
development plan 

• Local Plan – in our case the Gravesham Local Plan 1st Review 1994 saved 
policies – part of the development plan 

2.2 This is in the context of the proposals in the Localism Bill currently before 
Parliament, which if enacted, together with other related changes the net result of 
which would be to: 

• Consolidate Government Guidance into the National Planning Policy 
Framework 

• Abolish IPC as a body but not the process, with final decision making resting 
with the Secretary of State 

• Abolish to the Regional Spatial Strategies 

• Require the Local Plan (reverting from LDF - Local Development Framework -
to this title) to deal with all other relevant issues 

• Introduce the possibility of local communities producing their own plans 
(Neighbourhood Plans) 

3. Proposed changes 

3.1 The key changes in the draft compared with the current position are: 

• Delivering sustainable development, where Local Planning Authorities should 
apply the steps below in a context of permitting development “unless the 
adverse impacts … would significantly and demonstrably outweigh the 
benefits”: 

o Prepare local plans on the basis of “objectively assessed development 
needs should be met, and with sufficient flexibility to respond to rapid 
shifts in demand or other changes”; 

o Approve development proposals that accord with statutory plans 
without delay; 

o Grant permission where the plan “is absent, silent, indeterminate or 
where relevant policies are out of date”. 

• Removing office development from ‘Town Centre First’ policy (which remains 
for retail and leisure) 

• Extend the time horizon for assessing the impact on retail and leisure 
schemes from 5 years to 10 
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• Removing maximum non-residential car parking standards for major 
developments 

• Remove brownfield land target (60%) for housing development  

• Require a 5 year housing land supply plus 20%  

• Remove 15 unit minimum threshold for affordable housing 

• Remove rural exceptions policy 

• Commitment to support community facilities (developers may have to justify 
why their development removes them if that is the case) 

• Green Belt remains but subject to the test of openness: 

o Redevelopment of existing sites currently allowed if identified now 
extended to all sites 

o “Local transport infrastructure” is allowed if a requirement can be 
demonstrated 

o Community Right to Build (via a Neighbourhood Plan) 

o All buildings – not just dwellings – can be rebuilt 

• Strategic approach to Green Infrastructure required 

• Ability to designate important open spaces as “local green space” to offer 
greater protection 

• Proposed SAC and Ramsar sites to be protected as well as already 
designated sites 

• Decentralisation of energy targets 

• Proactive approach to identifying opportunities for renewable and low carbon 
energy 

• Streamlining of policies on historic environment 

4. Comment 

4.1 The document is based essentially on the premise that the planning system 
should not be holding up development but positively encouraging it to happen.  
Views will vary on how far this is the case and how this sits with the localism 
agenda, which for many communities tends to be more about what should not 
happen, not what should.  It will be highly significant to the development of the 
Borough. 

4.2 The compression of guidance from over 1,000 pages down to 65 will mean that 
much will be lost.  The Government have already indicated that there will some 
technical guides (e.g. how to should various technical studies that will still be 
required should be carried out) to support it. On past performance further 
guidance will soon start accreting. 
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4.3 The definition of “sustainable development” is very broad and could make it 
difficult to refuse some applications.  The proposed 20%+ addition on top of the 5 
year land supply would mean that we would need land for 2,790 homes instead of 
2,325 to 2016 under the South East Plan. 

4.4 It emphasises the need for getting the Core Strategy in place as soon as possible 
– in particular the principal that applications should be permitted “where the plan is 
absent, silent, indeterminate or where relevant policies are out of date”.  The 1994 
1st Review is somewhat dated.  In any case a more up to date plan would not 
consider policy matters dealt with at national or regional level unless they needed 
a local dimension, as the guidance was to avoid duplication.  Note also the Core 
Strategy has little weight until it is submitted for examination. 

4.5 There are many comments that could be made about the document, but the key 
ones that might be picked out. 

• On the positive side it does support the Local Plan system and place the 
responsibility firmly on the Local Authority – and there is a balance to be 
struck between national consistency and local choice 

• The document does nothing to address the lack of any plan above 
district/unitary level for issues that do require a wider overview thought the Bill 
contains a duty to co-operate 

• Lack of clarity resulting from the compressed nature of the document - which 
will no doubt lead to a considerable body of case law interpreting it which is 
not a useful use of resources 

• The removal of offices (B1(a) use class) from the town centre sequential test 
– since such uses in general are an important part of the employment base of 
towns and cities and in providing demand for local retailers and services 

• Assumption of permission if a “plan is absent, silent, indeterminate or where 
relevant policies are out of date” – will create difficulties as noted above in the 
short term and potentially with applications for rare uses that have never been 
considered by a plan 

• Uncertainty over the implications for green belt policy – supported on one 
hand but exceptions allowed on the other 

• Loss of rural exceptions policy – this currently allows sites for affordable 
housing and Gypsy and Traveller pitches to be released in the Green Belt, so 
sites will have to be removed from the Green Belt or found from within existing 
settlement boundaries 

• Removal of any form of brownfield target – making it much harder to resist 
green field developments 

• 5 years land supply plus 20%+ - the justification for this is unclear – as is the 
implications for areas constrained by landscape/nature conservation /Green 
Belt 

4.6 An attempt to rationalise planning guidance is to be welcomed as it has tended to 
grow like topsy.  It has been difficult to keep track on where guidance had got to.  
In recent years it has become more structured with recent PPS’s having clear 
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policies in them.  The admission that various technical guides will be needed 
already dilutes the supposed clarity.  The brevity risks creating more confusion 
and uncertainty. 

5. Risk & Section 17 

5.1 The risk from the National Planning Policy Framework, in the context of the other 
changes in the planning system that are proposed, is that significant development 
could occur against the Council’s wishes and that this might have significant 
implications for infrastructure provision. 

5.2 There are no section 17 implications 

Background Papers 

Draft National Planning Policy Framework – July 2011  Department for Communities and 
Local Government 

http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/planningandbuilding/pdf/1951811.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 


