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PREFACE

As a student of planning in the mid- to late 1980s, I was fascinated by the way in
which the political process shaped, manipulated and implemented spatial planning
decisions. Within education, I had been taught that town and country planning was
predominantly a scientific process, utilising technical expertise, professional values
and rational judgement. I had long felt uneasy about these parameters. I knew that
public sector planning occurred through the democratic process, and that there
was a partnership between professional planners and elected political representa-
tives. I also acknowledged that the public had reasonable rights of consultation
within both plan-making and development control. But I was nevertheless intrigued,
possibly even bewildered, by the extent to which politics impinged on planners’
work, and how planning affected the attitudes, behaviour and actions of political
actors. As far as I could identify from my own observations of the town and country
planning process, assisted by deep reading of the theoretical contributions that
existed at this time, planning was actually in the crucible of a contested arena that
involved the creation of winners and losers.

On the one hand, planning seeks to involve and attract developers and prop-
erty companies to specific areas of land that are suitable for development or rede-
velopment. On the other hand, planning is also answerable to local people and
seeks to involve the public in the policy- and decision-making aspects that form
part of the determination, scrutiny and analytical processes within government. It
did not seem feasible to me that these were mutually compatible exercises. Profes-
sional planners, advising political actors of the ‘most appropriate’ form of action,
would inevitably have to make judgements about right or wrong, environmental pro-
tection and development, public versus private interests, the interests of local and
strategic concerns, and so on. Although Patsy Healey is right in remarking that it is
not helpful at all to look at the world in terms of dualisms, my educational – and
later professional practice – experience only consolidated this perspective. Plan-
ning, for me, equated to political choice, and it was not only within local environ-
ments that these decisions had to be framed and resolved. I learned quickly that
while a planner may resolve a contested matter locally, there was the added com-
plication of taking on board the political preferences and planning stances of other
tiers of government. Planning was therefore not only attempting to reconcile so
many varying interests horizontally between local actors arguing over specific sites
or policy proposals, it was also attempting to reconcile local versus regional and



national interests. Associated with these two axes, there was a third dilemma: how
to deliver varying economic, social and environmental sectoral (and ultimately polit-
ical) objectives.

Could the town and country planning system, as it had evolved in the UK in
the decades after the post-war period, really be expected to deliver everything it
was being asked to do? Planners were increasingly being told from varying quar-
ters to deliver or facilitate economic growth, environmental protection, social and
community justice, sustainable development, private sector developments, public
consultation and participation, local political objectives, to make strategic and
regional contributions, and to reflect national (and even European) interests. And
planners were being encouraged to act as both judge and jury, encouraging the
public to get involved locally in the planning system but reminded that they had a
duty to approve development schemes where they could; the final decision on the
small matter of in which direction to plump for, ultimately, would be for the elected
politicians, assisted by the rational, technical and professional opinions of indi-
viduals who provided the necessary advice.

I entered the world of planning practice post-education with a great deal of
trepidation to say the least and it was little wonder why so many of my contempor-
aries decided within a few months of experiencing these dilemmas to pursue other
careers (of the 17 of us graduating from Cardiff, within two years nine remained
within local government, two went into higher education research, two worked in
environmental voluntary groups, one had entered the teaching profession, one
worked in transport, one entered the world of home insurance, and one had
become a sales and marketing manager with a motorcycle manufacturer). Part of
the fault, of course, was with our planning education. There was nothing inherently
wrong with a good degree in planning from Cardiff University; the fault lay more in
the contents of the degree programme that the Royal Town Planning Institute had
required planning schools to follow at this time: a concentration on the technical
and insufficient attention paid to public administration, politics, government, policy-
making processes, bargaining and negotiation, the pressure from public and
community desires, and financial management.

Within a few years of returning from local government planning practice to
the safe haven of higher education, I was fortunate enough to be able to participate
in the redesign of the degree programme curriculum at Cardiff to include elements
relating to politics and administration that had been excluded previously to enable
students to gain a better understanding of the bureaucratic and strategic contexts
within which planning resides. If anything, though, I have to admit that this element
of the programme was overplayed to some extent as the appetite for more planning
practice issues within the degree intensified for the purposes of students’ gaining
an upper hand over their ‘competitors’ in their knowledge of the ‘real world’ and in
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the employment stakes upon graduation (upon discovering that admission, my
former students are free to bombard me with rotten eggs the next time they see me
taking to the podium for a public lecture). It is clearly a matter of balance; my
contemporaries and I considered that we had had insufficient preparation for the
political world of resource allocation, elected members’ requirements, and public
administration prior to entering planning practice. Later students may criticise
degree programmes for insufficient regard for more academic or theoretical learn-
ing that considers the purpose and role of a town and country planning system
(students are also in the habit of creating dualisms between planning practice edu-
cation (good) and planning theorising (bad), even though they are clearly insep-
arable matters). Planning is not just about the political or statutory framework within
which it exists; but then neither should it be thought of solely in terms of social,
economic or environmental objectives and outcomes, for the latter may be deter-
mined partly to the political process. Both elements need to be considered
simultaneously.

My research work centred on the politics of development, the politics of
decision-making, and political conflicts between agencies and individuals within
planning, and these themes have remained with me to this day. This book is there-
fore the culmination of ten years of research and analysis in the field of the British
town and country planning process. A great deal of change has occurred through-
out those years, both within planning and the political and governmental processes
within which it is set, and it has been difficult to ascertain both the planning impacts
on political policy- and decision-making and the political leanings on the planning
judgement process over many years, across various political and geographical set-
tings, and from a variety of perspectives. Nevertheless, I hope this book will prove
useful in order to instil a recognition of the political and administrative world of plan-
ning practice into the teaching and learning process, and to further enhance the
interests of academics, political scientists and practitioners. I readily agree that it is
not the only aspect of planning, and nor should it be treated as such.

The planning polity, which I take to mean the political, administrative and gov-
ernmental contexts within which town and country planning policy-making is placed
and the tensions and conflicts between each of those various tiers, scales and
agencies, needs to be highlighted and examined for many reasons. First, let us
dispel a myth that planning is essentially technical and value free; it is neither, and
anyone within practice who thinks they are performing such a job are deluding
themselves and others. Second, let us not pretend that public sector planning is all
about the interests of one group of political actors; planning, even within individual
communities and local areas, masks a whole series of conflicting webs between
different levels of government and different political actors that have to be recon-
ciled. Third, the amount of discretion that appears to exist within public sector plan-
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ning at the local and regional levels is often circumscribed by the requirements of a
national political agenda or the sheer administrative and bureaucratic bloody mind-
edness of officials; local planners and politicians, even with the best of intentions
of ameliorating the economic, social and environmental problems of their adminis-
trative areas, may be constrained into ways of acting by higher political and govern-
mental requirements even before they negotiate with developers and listen to
public opinion. Fourth, and finally, what one hand gives another takes away in the
planning polity: more room for differentiation between agendas of different tiers of
policy-making can be constrained even where it appears initially to allow greater
flexibility and discretion on the part of implementing variant planning policies within
some public agencies. These four issues form the basis of the book.

The British town and country planning system is one of the most centralised
processes in the world. Despite the majority of planning matters being undertaken
at the local level, central government has always kept a tight rein on the planning
activities of local government. At the initiation of a town and country planning
system, particularly in the post-war era of 1945–50, it was perhaps desired and
inevitable that the nation-state would seek to co-ordinate and set the parameters
for planning locally. The country was eager to rebuild itself physically and
economically after the devastation caused by the Second World War, and plan-
ning was awarded a central role in that task. National co-ordination and physical
rebuilding were issues enthusiastically pursued by the post-war Labour govern-
ment after 1945. In addition to implementing a process of development planning,
planning regulation, land development and acquisition, the government created the
first steps towards urban redevelopment, environmental and countryside protec-
tion, green belts surrounding urban areas for the purpose of urban containment,
national parks, the distribution of industry, and new towns. In essence, these fea-
tures mark the creation of the modern planning system, and could only be pro-
posed and established at the national level as political imperatives.

The provision of national planning policy from central government to local
government to shape land use policy and development has therefore been a cor-
nerstone of the town and country planning system in Britain since the 1940s.
While the original role of national planning policy was to provide strategic direction
and co-ordination in the spirit of the post-war era, central government retains a role
to provide strong central guidance to local government and others on the form,
nature and operation of planning at the regional and local levels, even though one
could say that its political purpose remains questionable these days. We rarely
build new towns, we have witnessed the ascendancy of private sector property
interests to determine the location of new developments such as housing, retailing
and industry, the countryside remains protected, and local government has been
afforded more power to prepare development plans locally to respond to local
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issues. Nevertheless, central government retains its overriding duty to ensure
national co-ordination of planning issues and to ensure consistency in the ways in
which planning is operationalised across various spatial, geographical and political
scales. In practice, the nature and political purpose behind this remit has meant
greater control by central government over planning matters in the last 20 years or
so. It occurred prominently in the Thatcher era, as Andy Thornley comprehensively
examined in his excellent Urban Planning Under Thatcherism book ten years ago,
and reached new heights under the Major government even though planning was
supposed to be in a new decentralised era after 1991. The Blair government has
continued the tradition of previous governments in maintaining an overarching
control over planning policy matters locally, and even under more recent proposals
to enhance a regional tier of planning in England and to award devolution to Scot-
land, Wales, Northern Ireland and London the national co-ordination and consis-
tency remit over planning of the UK government remains sternly in place.

Since 1991, a desire to create more certain conditions for local authorities,
developers and the public, through the use of local development plans and local
policy-making has – perhaps somewhat bizarrely – decreased discretionary
decision-making on the whole but also shifted it from some parts of the planning
process to others. Since ‘consistency’ and ‘certainty’ have continued to form the
underlying political tenet to changes to the planning system after 1991 and found
policy expression through national planning policy, the planning polity structure and
operation in Britain could now be situated at the juncture of an unhappy ideological
conflict between the discretionary nature of town and country planning (enshrined in
a system of local planning policy-making to deal with local problems) and the more
certain, less pragmatic forms of planning policy formulation operated after 1991
(reflecting, initially, a New Right rule of law ideology and lately a New Labour deter-
mination) to ‘keep control’ at the national or central level. This book considers the
role and significance of central government in the town and country planning system
of Britain since 1991 and simultaneously provides one of the first in-depth examina-
tions of the apparent discretion available to local planning and local government and
regional governance policy-makers under both the Major and Blair eras.

The key issues I want to consider in presenting this work are:

• How has central government utilised its national co-ordination and consis-
tency remit to impact upon policy-making at local and regional tiers of govern-
ment, and to what effect?

• To what extent is a national co-ordination and consistency role of central
government over the planning policy activities of regional and local levels of
government both desirable and ethically feasible in a decentralised and
devolved United Kingdom?
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The book is structured to reflect these arguments. Following an introduction, Part 1
considers political ideologies, policy relationships between government tiers and
the planning system as they have evolved over the last ten years. This concentrates
on some of the recent theorising to establish the nature of relationships and
reliances within government at different levels, and discusses – separately – the
politics of planning policy under both the Major and Blair governments to establish
ideological positions towards government, central government, and the town and
country planning system. The final chapter of this part discusses in a detailed way
the nature of the planning process from a policy perspective, in order to examine
the stresses and strains between different government levels inherent within pol-
icies and decisions that affect the operation of town and country planning and its
implementation at different spatial scales. This discussion includes a detailed
examination of statutory and policy changes within planning between 1991 and
1997 and since 1997 to the present day.

Part 2 discusses the tensions and conflicts within government relationships
and policy-making that affect the town and country planning system by examining
each level of the planning polity: national, regional, and local. These chapters
encompass discussion of how planning policy is formulated and the role of other
tiers of planning within these processes. A final chapter in this section discusses
another scale of planning polity relationship, the historical links and conflicts within
town and country planning between two countries and how the UK government’s
national co-ordination and consistency remit impacts on the emergence of separ-
ate policy agendas.

Part 3 turns attention to developments in policy-making since devolution in
1999 by considering the formulation of differentiation and the clearly separate
political and planning agendas by new institutions of governance in Wales and
Scotland, but also how these are operationalised in the context of the UK govern-
ment’s desire to implement a national approach to planning. A chapter is also
devoted to addressing what town and country planning issues might be con-
sidered to be so significant nationally as to warrant a UK government retaining its
national co-ordination and consistency remit over not only the activities of local
government but also those of the devolved and decentralised administrations. A
final chapter summarises the debate, by returning to some of the key themes: the
issue of national consistency, certainty and local discretion within the planning
polity as it now exists and how feasible and desirable this may be; the changing
role and nature of the state with regards to devolution and decentralisation and
how planning is developing and could develop in future within this structure; and
the changing political ideology towards the state, sub-national government and the
town and country planning process.
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‘POWER TO THE PEOPLE’

HACKER: Now tell me, what is wrong with local government?
DOROTHY: Well, it’s a ‘them and us’ situation. The local authority ought to be us.
HACKER: Us the people or us the government?
DOROTHY: It’s a democracy, it ought to be the same thing. They ought to be running

things for us, they ought to be part of us, but they are not. They are running
things for them, for their power, their convenience, and their benefit. So what’s
to be done?

HACKER: Abolish them! Invest all power in the central government.
DOROTHY: That’s exactly what Humphrey would say . . .

* * * *

SIR HUMPHREY: Once you create genuinely democratic local communities, it won’t stop
there. Once they get established, they’ll insist on more power, and the politicians
will be too frightened to withhold them, so you’ll get regional government.

BERNARD: Would that matter?
SIR HUMPHREY: What happens at the moment if there’s some vacant land in, say,

Nottingham and there are rival proposals for its use – a hospital, a college, or an
airport?

BERNARD: We set up an inter-departmental committee, ask for papers, hold
meetings, propose, discuss, revise, report back, redraft.

SIR HUMPHREY: Precisely. Months of fruitful work, leading to a mature and
responsible conclusion. But if you have regional government, they decide it all in
Nottingham! Complete amateurs!

BERNARD: It is their city . . .
SIR HUMPHREY: And what happens to us? Much less work, so little that ministers

may be able to do it on their own, so we have much less power.
BERNARD: I don’t know if I really want power.
SIR HUMPHREY: Bernard, if the right people don’t have power, do you know what

happens? The wrong people get it! Politicians, councillors, ordinary voters.
BERNARD: But aren’t they supposed to in a democracy?
SIR HUMPHREY: This is a British democracy, Bernard!

Antony Jay and Jonathan Lynn
Yes, Prime Minister, BBC Television, 1987



Polity n. Form or process of civil government; organised society; State; (arch.)
condition of civil order.
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HACKER: Us the people or us the government?
DOROTHY: It’s a democracy, it ought to be the same thing. They ought to be running

things for us, they ought to be part of us, but they are not. They are running
things for them, for their power, their convenience, and their benefit. So what’s
to be done?

HACKER: Abolish them! Invest all power in the central government.
DOROTHY: That’s exactly what Humphrey would say . . .

* * * *

SIR HUMPHREY: Once you create genuinely democratic local communities, it won’t stop
there. Once they get established, they’ll insist on more power, and the politicians
will be too frightened to withhold them, so you’ll get regional government.

BERNARD: Would that matter?
SIR HUMPHREY: What happens at the moment if there’s some vacant land in, say,

Nottingham and there are rival proposals for its use – a hospital, a college, or an
airport?

BERNARD: We set up an inter-departmental committee, ask for papers, hold
meetings, propose, discuss, revise, report back, redraft.

SIR HUMPHREY: Precisely. Months of fruitful work, leading to a mature and
responsible conclusion. But if you have regional government, they decide it all in
Nottingham! Complete amateurs!

BERNARD: It is their city . . .
SIR HUMPHREY: And what happens to us? Much less work, so little that ministers

may be able to do it on their own, so we have much less power.
BERNARD: I don’t know if I really want power.
SIR HUMPHREY: Bernard, if the right people don’t have power, do you know what

happens? The wrong people get it! Politicians, councillors, ordinary voters.
BERNARD: But aren’t they supposed to in a democracy?
SIR HUMPHREY: This is a British democracy, Bernard!

Antony Jay and Jonathan Lynn
Yes, Prime Minister, BBC Television, 1987





CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The British planning system is unique in Europe. As Newman and Thornley (1996)
highlight in their overview of planning systems and policy across the European ter-
ritory, the British planning process stands in isolation from other European coun-
tries. This is a consequence of its development within the legal process that has
derived from Common Law, a system that has relied on pragmatism rather than a
defined written constitution and bill of civil rights. An unwritten constitution proves
flexibility, of course, but it also guarantees no formal rights whatsoever. The rela-
tionship between central government and local government, for example, is prob-
lematic in this regard since there is no protection if one tier decides to withdraw
duties necessary for the other tier to function. Local government authorities in
Britain traditionally undertake functions on behalf of central government; they do
not possess power over their own affairs as of right, a situation in marked contrast
to other European countries where local authorities possess power under the doc-
trine of general competence. Within these countries, central government will only
interfere in the activities of local government if local levels are unable to undertake
their functions.

In Britain, local authorities – although separately elected to central govern-
ment – are agents of the government. Central government sets the financial and
legal parameters and monitors the activities of local authorities. Local government
is able to raise its own tax to fund local services, but most funding is derived from
block grants received from central government. Equally, central government is able
to remove powers from local government, or to define tight parameters for the
delivery of local services. Bulpitt (1983) has described the relationship between
the two levels of government as a ‘dual polity’, where officials tend to be employed
distinctly in one level or the other. This also assists in explanations for conflicts and
divergence between the functions and expectations of each tier over particular ser-
vices, such as planning.

Planning is a government functional that sits across the dual polity. In recent
years the issue of policy development and governmental relationships within the town
and country planning process has been one of the dominant issues concerning pro-
fessional planners, researchers and political scientists. A plethora of planning
research textbooks have been published devoted to assessing the transitory nature
of the British land use planning system and its place in contemporary socio-economic
and environmental change in the new millennium (see, for example, Allmendinger,



2001a; Allmendinger and Thomas, 1998; Blowers and Evans, 1997; Booth, 1996;
Chambers and Taylor, 1999; Cullingworth, 1999; Greed, 1996a, 1996b; Healey,
1997; Kitchen, 1997; Pennington, 2000; Tewdwr-Jones and Williams, 2001;
Thomas, 1997; Thornley, 1993; Vigar et al., 2000). For a system that was under a
perceived threat of virtual abolition by the Thatcher governments in the 1980s, plan-
ning as a governmental activity has received a renaissance in the 1990s under the
Major government and more so since the election of a New Labour government,
thanks to the emergence of the environmental agenda, a change in attitude on the
part of the British government towards both planning and local government, and a
recognition of the system’s ability to both facilitate and promote economic develop-
ment and environmental protection and encompass a range of political aims and
objectives as a form of state co-ordination. This planning renaissance has received
widespread attention by academics and policy analysts over the last ten years,
although very few of these critiques have provided a detailed assessment of the
nature of the renaissance from a governmental, political and institutional perspective
that focuses on policy format, scope and relationships between the separate but
interrelated spheres inhabited by the agencies of planning (see Table 1.1).

The critiques can be categorised as falling within three broad camps:

1 The conceptual and theoretical basis of, and for planning and its manifesta-
tion into practical policy possibilities (Allmendinger, 2001a; Allmendinger and
Chapman, 1999; Healey 1997; Vigar et al., 2000).

2 The ideological framework of planning and its manifestation as a political
process (Allmendinger, 1997; Allmendinger and Thomas, 1998; Pennington,
2000; Thornley, 1991, 1993).

3 The practical and policy nature of planning and its manifestation as a govern-
mental process and profession (Greed 1996a, 1996b; Kitchen, 1997;
Tewdwr-Jones, 1996a; Tewdwr-Jones and Williams, 2001; Thomas, 1997).

2 Introduction

Table 1.1 Academic critiques of planning in Britain

Nature of critique Manifestation

Conceptual/theoretical The scope and role of planning, explanations of the 
planning process, assessment of its purpose and 
intentions

Ideological/political Political ideology underpinning changes to planning and 
policies, and review of those policies

Practical/professional How planning operates as a professional activity and in 
implementation; assessment of processes and 
outcomes

Source: author



These three broad camps of critiques have provided students and researchers of
planning with an array of material, evidence and assessments of the trajectory of
the planning system in England, Scotland and Wales in the 1990s and the new
millennium. And while they have proved valuable as explanations for and of plan-
ning change, there has simultaneously been a dearth of research evidence that has
empirically explored how these changes are manifesting themselves into both the
governmental and political processes of the state and the policy-making contexts
of planning practice. In other words, an assessment is required of the planning
system in England, Scotland and Wales that attempts to bridge the second and
third analytical camps and present conceptual findings that will assist the first ana-
lytical camp; to combine a review of and understanding for the ideological frame-
work of planning and its manifestation as a political process since the early 1990s
with an empirical focus on how this ideological underpinning has caused the devel-
opment of structures and policies within the practical and policy world of planning
and government. It is this desire to combine political ideology, multi-level govern-
ment activity and planning policy analytically that forms the distinctive contribution
of this book and its overall aim. The time is certainly opportune for such an analyti-
cal assessment.

The principal state agencies of planning currently comprise the national UK
government; the devolved governments in Scotland and Wales; the government’s
regional offices in England, that are responsible for both delivering the govern-
ment’s planning objectives through national policy guidance and ensuring consis-
tency across local authorities on an intra-regional basis; regional assemblies, that
are taking responsibility increasingly for forming regional policy; and local govern-
ment, comprising county councils, district councils, and unitary authorities in
certain areas (that combine the functions of counties and districts) and are
charged with preparing local planning policies (see Table 1.2).

This planning polity is relatively recent. Prior to the establishment of these
administrative and political tiers, planning policy was formulated before 1997 by a
relatively small number of agencies. These comprised the national UK government;
central government offices in the English regions and in Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland; and local government. Devolution to the Celtic countries and
decentralisation to the English regions since 1997 has complicated the planning
polity landscape.

The town and country planning system is formulated and implemented at all
these levels of the planning polity. Central government, the county councils and the
district councils, and the unitary councils are all elected independent of each other
but largely implement a planning policy process that is interdependent. Regional
government is an emerging process in England at the present time, but a regional
planning policy nevertheless exists and is formulated by strategic local authorities
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within each region or regional assemblies. The government established a revised
framework for planning policy at the national, regional, county and local levels in
Britain under the provisions of a so-called ‘plan-led’ planning system within the Plan-
ning and Compensation Act 1991. This revised framework, by giving enhanced
weight to locally formulated planning policies, appeared to provide the local levels of
the planning polity with greater authority, to a degree, in planning policy formulation
(MacGregor and Ross, 1995; Tewdwr-Jones, 1994a, 1994b). This followed the
centralising tendencies of the Thatcher governments in the 1980s (Thornley, 1993,
1996), but was nevertheless implemented by a New Right government that believed
in continuing with a centralising theme that directly impacted upon the nature of the
relationships between policy at different levels of government (Allmendinger and
Tewdwr-Jones, 1997b; Allmendinger and Thomas, 1998).

Central government-formulated planning policy in the latter 1980s and early
to mid-1990s appeared to be having a considerable effect on planning policy
formulation at the lower levels of the planning framework, despite the rhetoric pro-
vided by ministers implementing a local plan-led process (Tewdwr-Jones, 1997c;
Ying Ho, 1997; Baker, 1999). Associated with the provisions of this plan-led
system that was introduced to achieve more national consistency and certainty in
planning policy across England, Scotland and Wales, the amended planning polity
framework seemed to result in new forms of central rule of law occurring to limit
local authorities’ discretion.

The key issues that formed the basis of the research within this book were
that:
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Table 1.2 Principal state agencies of British planning: the planning polity

Britain UK central government
England and Wales UK central government (primary legislative powers, 

secondary legislative powers, policy powers)
England Regional chambers

Government offices for the region
Unitary local authorities (metropolitan and certain 

provincial cities)
County councils (non-metropolitan areas)
District councils (non-metropolitan areas)

Scotland Scottish Parliament (primary legislative powers, 
secondary legislative powers, policy powers)

Unitary local authorities
Wales National Assembly for Wales (secondary legislative 

powers, policy powers)
Unitary local authorities

Source: author



• The planning policy formulation process operated in England, Scotland and
Wales since the early to mid-1990s has been determined to a significant
extent by central government’s national planning policies in its quest for
national consistency and certainty across Britain.

• The national consistency remit enjoyed by central government militated
against any sub-national alternative planning policy agenda promoted by local
authorities and has been at variance with the locally formulated plan-led spirit
of the Planning and Compensation Act 1991.

The key questions that arise in order to test these themes are:

1 How has central government used its legal planning remit to provide national
consistency and certainty while promoting locally led planning agendas within
local government?

2 To what extent do the changes to the British planning process of the late
1980s/early 1990s actually provide for sub-national and local authority policy
alternatives and differentiation in formulating planning policies in the spirit of
the plan-led legislation?

3 What were the political ways in which, first, the Conservative govern-
ment and, lately, the Labour government, created new forms of national
control over the formulation of local policy agendas; how have these been
in the spirit of New Right and New Labour ideology, and how might
answers to these questions assist us in conceptualising the planning
relationship between central government and local government at this
time?

This book takes as its starting point the existing literature and policy frame-
work, and from this position pursues four objectives:

1 The development of the incidence and characteristics of planning policy
formulation at different levels of government (that I refer to as the planning
polity).

2 The assessment of the different dimensions or scale of planning policy rela-
tionships that exist between national agendas, regional concerns and local
policies.

3 A detailed examination of planning policy tensions and conflicts between
these governmental levels since the implementation of the Planning and
Compensation Act 1991, in the pursuit of national consistency and certainty,
regional compatibility and local discretion.

4 An assessment of the impact of these planning relations and tensions on the
nature and operation of the planning policy process, based on the findings in
objective 3.
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The substantive focus of these objectives rests on each of the levels of plan-
ning administration within the planning polity. The emphasis of the literature review
is on the planning policy dimensions of both central and local government in the
latter 1980s, but more especially the 1990s. This is a necessary preliminary task in
order to establish the interconnected nature of planning policy relationships occur-
ring at multi-levels of government in England, Scotland and Wales and sets a
context for the assessment of the tensions between national consistency, regional
certainty and local discretion in planning policy formulation. In pursuing this assess-
ment, extended discussions are devoted to considering the operation of the town
and country planning system in Britain, and the alterations to planning caused as a
consequence of changing governmental relations, changes to planning legislation
and policy, changes to the political and administrative map of Britain as a con-
sequence of devolution, and changes to the discretion available to local planning
authorities.

From a theoretical perspective, the research attempts to place the ‘post-
Thatcherite’ (Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 1997b) changes to the planning
policy process in Britain in the context of New Right and New Labour ideologies.
The Thatcher governments of the 1980s had implemented a New Right or neo-
market policy towards urban development with the consequence that local author-
ity public sector planning had been gradually watered down in favour of greater
market determination, less local state intervention and discretion, and the centrali-
sation of policy-making at a national level. The Major governments of 1990–7 fol-
lowed with many of the Thatcherite policies, but implemented many new measures
in the planning policy area. The New Labour government since 1997 has adopted
many of the policies of the New Right in addressing planning policy matters, but
with a greater emphasis towards a regional renaissance. The key question to con-
sider is: to what extent did New Right ideology continue to form an underlying
rationale for policy changes affecting planning in the late 1990s and beyond?
Were the changes made by central government between 1990 and 1997, and
1997 and 2001, within the ideological parameters set by New Right thinkers?

During the period of Margaret Thatcher’s premiership of 1979–90, it is pos-
sible to identify and examine the legal and policy amendments undertaken by
central government that reflected New Right thinking, including the centralisation
of policies, the reorientation towards the market, and the requirement for speedy,
efficient processes to assist the private sector. These changes are most evident in
the plethora of national policies released, changes to development control, the fos-
tering of an ‘appeal-led’ planning process by reducing local authorities’ discre-
tionary powers, and in the deregulation of planning. The period after John Major
acceded to the premiership coincides with a changed climate for the planning
process. The introduction of a plan-led planning process, the incorporation of the
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environmental agenda, the striking of a policy balance between environmental and
market concerns, the fostering of competitiveness as a component of government
policy, and a reorientation towards public sector quality and standards, is in
marked contrast with the market-orientated approach of Major’s predecessor. The
election of the Blair government in 1997 promised a commitment to town and
country planning (DETR, 1998c), with an enhancement of both the European and
regional levels of planning policy, support for the plan-led system and planning
control, and interest in utilising financial instruments within planning. But to what
extent do these changes from both 1990–97 and 1997–2001 reflect New Right
ideology, and do they represent a similar ideological vein to the New Right
changes in the 1980s, or do they amount to an ideological difference away from
New Right thinking? Although the research discussed within this book is restricted
to analysis of the planning policy dimension, there are significant conceptual and
theoretical issues that arise from the study, and these will be addressed later in the
work.

Before proceeding with this programme, some important groundwork must
be covered. It is necessary, first, to establish the institutional framework of the town
and country planning system with particular reference to the 1980s and 1990s.
This will provide an introduction to the administration of the planning polity in
Britain and indicate the relationships between planning and government, and plan-
ning policy and legislation, as a function of central and local government. This
section will also highlight the potential significance of formulating national, regional
and local planning policies as an area of concern. The chapter then outlines the
changes to the planning polity that have been implemented since the late 1960s to
contextualise the focus of the research.

The Institutional Framework of Planning Policy

INTRODUCTION TO THE ADMINISTRATION OF PLANNING POLICY

The planning process operates in England, Scotland and Wales as a predomi-
nantly administrative system. Planning agencies and organisations responsible for
the management of the built and natural environment agree on policies and pro-
grammes to instigate change, promote sites and prepare for development. Funda-
mental to this administrative role of planning agencies in facilitating or enabling is
the preparation and implementation of policies, the allocation and organisation of
goals, and the mediation of conflicting interests by those organisations competing
for the allocation of scarce resources (e.g. land).

The planning policy process is therefore concerned with the preparation of
land use plans and the control of development. Although planning, broadly defined,
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is something much more than plan-making and policy control, Britain has experi-
enced a planning framework devoted almost entirely to a quasi-legal administrative
system concerned with policy and control. Since the implementation of the Town
and Country Planning Act 1947, when development plans and development
control were formally introduced, successive governments have laid particular
emphasis on the need to prepare land use plans and ensure state control of the
physical environment. These roles have been delegated to local government, with
advice from central government and legal parameters established by courts of law.
Even today, the main substance of the planning system is administered by govern-
mental professional planning officers, either within forward planning teams
(responsible for preparing planning policies) or development control teams
(responsible for determining applications for planning permission by individuals
and organisations).

Development plan preparation allows the community and those interested in
physical change to participate in drafting policies of promotion or conservation.
The resultant policies within development plans must be viewed therefore as an
agreed set of principles to guide decision-makers on the future of the built and
natural environment and as a means through which development opportunities are
advertised to the private sector. Planning in Britain equates to physical land use
development, and the promotion and control of that development rests with
government. Planning policy, consequently, is fundamental to the future social and
economic well-being of any spatial area since it is the essential nexus between the
state’s requirement to review the need for physical change in an area while control-
ling unacceptable development and conserving the best landscapes.

Given that planning policy can affect the future economic prosperity of an
area, it cannot be viewed as an independent statutory function of the state; it is
inherent in all governmental activities. Government, either centrally or at the local
level, certainly prepares policies, redrafts plans, negotiates with other interested
parties and with developers. But planning policy is more than an administrative
exercise: it is a product of a long process of bargaining, negotiation and political
compromise that encompasses the views and activities of a wide range of organi-
sations, including central government, local planning authorities, statutory bodies,
the market and the public. All these agencies influence the planning policy process
in some respect at various stages of policy formulation and implementation. The
extent of influence wielded by these different interest groups varies between gov-
ernments and between different situations and groups within government. Policy
planners will attempt to draft and implement the most appropriate policies for the
administrative area they are responsible for, having taken into account the different
opinions voiced, but ultimately a plan containing those policies can never be used
as a blueprint: there will always be scope for amendments, for other factors to be
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taken into account, and for exceptions to the rule, a clear sign of the political
component that is so intrinsic in the British planning system.

Planning policy is closely tied to the fields of public administration and politics.
It operates as a means of negotiation between market choice (the desires of the
individual) and political choice (the desires and actions of the state). The activity of
selecting and amending policies as part of the formulation and implementation of
plans can never be a technical problem-solving exercise undertaken by professional
urban and regional managers possessing perfect knowledge and high skills with
community backing. Planning policy marries the technical issues of physical land
use planning with behavioural actions and choices between different options. Policy
planning, as a political process, encompasses both the technical and the ethical;
values underlie decisions to an equal extent as technical characteristics. Given this
relationship, it is inevitable that conflicts frequently occur – between different arms
of the state, between interested organisations, and between individuals. If anything
characterises the turbulence of planning policy it is the source of argumentation
over land use. Within this introductory section, the context for the chapters that
follow is briefly outlined, indicating the administrative framework of planning policy
and the changing political actions that have affected the process since the creation
of our present form of planning policy process in 1968.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF STATUTORY PLANNING SINCE 1968: THE

CONTEXT

The town and country planning system currently operating in England, Scotland
and Wales emerged following the report of the expert Planning Advisory Group of
1965 (Delafons, 1998) and the enactment of parliamentary legislation in the Town
and Country Planning Act 1968 (for a review of the statutory planning system prior
to 1968, see Cullingworth and Nadin, 2002). To accompany the new planning
system in Britain, the provisions of the Local Government Act 1972 enacted a
three-tier system of local authorities: within England and Wales there were 47
county councils and 333 district councils, with numerous community, town or
parish councils at the lower level. Within Scotland, the Local Government Act
1973 created autonomous local authorities. With the exception of the parish or
community councils, all these local authorities were responsible for a range of state
services upon which specific powers were conferred. The planning framework
operated by these local authorities was introduced by the Town and Country Plan-
ning Act 1968, subsequently being replaced by the Town and Country Planning
Act 1971 (1972 Act in Scotland) to bring the system in line with the revised struc-
ture of local government. This legislation introduced new forms of development
plans to be formulated and implemented by the county/regional and district local
government structure. County and regional councils were required to prepare
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structure plans, broad strategic documents containing policies on a range of
issues to apply across the county (Cross and Bristow, 1983). District councils
were encouraged to prepare district plans, detailed forward planning and develop-
ment control plans containing policies for specific land use allocations. The district
plans could comprise numerous types of different documents, including district
plans, action area plans, and subject plans, according to the needs and develop-
ment pressures existing for each area (Bruton and Nicholson, 1987). The success-
fulness of this two-tier planning framework has been analysed in numerous studies
(for example, Healey et al., 1985) and is not worth repeating here. However, by the
mid-1980s questions were beginning to be asked – predominantly by central
government – of both the appropriateness of the planning system to deal with
development pressures of the time and of the local government structure operating
the planning system. Thornley (1991) provides one of the most authoritative
accounts of the political climate for land use planning during the 1980s – under
so-called ‘Thatcherism’ – and details the changes experienced by the system as
the Conservative Party in government ‘rolled back the frontiers of the state’,
allowed the market to promote property-led urban regeneration (Turok, 1992; Imrie
and Thomas, 1993) and enterprise to flourish (Anderson, 1990; Church, 1986).

One of the most important reforms initiated by the Conservatives during the
1980s which affected the town and country planning framework was the abolition
of the county councils in the seven largest metropolitan areas of England. Under
the Local Government Act 1985, the metropolitan county councils for London,
Birmingham, Liverpool, Manchester, Sheffield, Newcastle and Leeds were abol-
ished, and their statutory powers transferred to the lower-tier authorities: the metro-
politan districts and the London boroughs (Flynn et al., 1985). The planning system
was also transferred to the new authorities, with a new statutory system introduced
for metropolitan planning. To replace the structure plan and district plan in each
authority, a new development plan – the unitary development plan – would gradu-
ally be introduced comprising the functions of both former plans: strategic and
detailed policies. Outside these metropolitan areas, the two-tier structure plan and
district plan would remain in operation as the statutory planning system. The new
planning arrangements within the metropolitan authorities after 1986 have been
subject to assessment by analysts (for example, Thew and Watson, 1988; Roberts
et al., 2000) and some commentators have focused more on the resultant lack of
strategic planning policy to operate across the former metropolitan county areas
(Williams, 1999a; Thomas and Roberts, 2000).

The effects of Thatcherism on the town and country planning system during
the 1980s were widespread. The reforms, or deregulation of planning, not only
affected the local governmental administrative framework and its duties but also
the planning system itself. Forward planning functions and development control
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powers of local authorities were amended significantly following the passing of a
number of Acts of Parliament, white papers and government circulars. In particular,
the forward planning duties of urban authorities were removed in certain areas as
the government introduced Enterprise Zones (Hedley, 1984), Urban Development
Corporations (Anderson, 1990) and Simplified Planning Zones (Allmendinger,
1997), which removed planning restrictions and allowed the market to regenerate
derelict urban areas in such cities as Bristol, Cardiff, Sheffield, Liverpool and
London Docklands without bureaucratic control (see Imrie and Thomas (1998) for
a comprehensive review of the policies and effects of UDCs).

On the development control side of local authorities’ work, the reduction in
control was almost as marked (Tewdwr-Jones and Harris, 1998). In the mid-1980s
the government reduced the status of development plans in local authorities’ deter-
mination of planning applications. A White Paper, Lifting the Burden (HM Govern-
ment, 1985), was published which relegated development plans – and ultimately
the policies within those plans – in favour of other material considerations, the
most prominent of which was the encouragement to create employment. Following
this paper in the two to three years to 1987, local authorities seemed to be unable
to effectively control development in their areas, particularly for large-scale housing
initiatives and out-of-town retailing development. This period of time has become
known as the ‘appeal-led’ planning process, as developers often appealed to
central government ministers to overturn the unfavourable decisions of local
authorities and allow their proposals to go ahead (Rydin, 1993).

The planning system experienced further uncertainty upon the publication of
a government Green Paper in 1986, The Future of Development Plans
(DoE/Welsh Office, 1986). The Secretary of State for the Environment at the time,
Nicholas Ridley, issued a consultation paper advocating the abolition of structure
plans and their replacement with county planning statements and the introduction
of district-wide unitary development plans, as had recently been introduced to the
metropolitan areas following the abolition of the metropolitan counties. The amount
of criticism which the proposals attracted was widespread, and further disillu-
sioned the planning profession and local authority associations.

By 1987 local authorities were beginning to object to the undermining of
local democracy in this respect and harassed the government to return to a local
authority-led planning system. Additionally, the Planning Inspectorate – responsible
for arranging and determining appeals to the national government ministers – was
being placed under increasing pressure as the number of appeals against local
authority decisions reached significant levels. Simultaneously the government
received a great deal of criticism from Conservative voters in the rural south-east of
England and their own Members of Parliament for not acting to control the pos-
sible development of new housing settlements in the south-east of England in the
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countryside. As a consequence of this pressure the government acknowledged the
problems operating within the planning system and, as a first step, announced that
in future, where a local development plan was up to date and relevant to the devel-
opment needs of an area, it would be accorded enhanced weight as a decision-
making tool within both local authorities and at appeal, central government at the
time espousing local choice and the need for communities to determine the scope
for future development within their own localities (Waldegrave, 1987).

Although this may have marked a watershed for the Conservatives’ policy
towards planning, it did not halt additional reforms and proposals to further amend
the planning framework. The 1986 Green Paper’s proposals were carried through
into The Future of Development Plans White Paper of January 1989 (HM Govern-
ment, 1989), which again proposed the abolition of structure plans. But by the
winter of the same year, the government’s enthusiasm towards radical planning
reform was diminishing. The replacement of Nicholas Ridley as Environment
Secretary with Chris Patten resulted in a change in direction for Conservative
policy towards planning. In the autumn of 1989 Patten announced that the most
controversial element of the White Paper’s proposals – to abolish structure plans –
had been withdrawn, but reiterated that further legislation was required. The
1988–89 period was also notable for the government’s embracement of green
politics, as the major political parties developed policies for environmental protec-
tion (McCormick, 1991; Bomberg, 1996). Environmental issues, that can only be
effectively co-ordinated by the state, were seen by the government as the ideal
means through which popular support could be accumulated, and recognised that
action on green issues could only be secured with the support of local govern-
ment. The Environmental Protection Act 1990 set the seal on a move towards
state concern for green issues, and indirectly had the effect of bolstering the func-
tions of local authorities as guardians of the environment.

The renaissance of planning policy, or at least the bolstering of local planning
authorities’ functions, had already occurred in the form of withdrawing the White
Paper’s proposals for structure plan replacement and concern for the environment
by the time Margaret Thatcher was deposed as leader of the Conservative Party in
the autumn of 1990. Consolidating legislation in England and Wales to replace the
1971 Town and Country Planning Act was introduced through Parliament. The
1971 Act had been severely hampered by many amendments up to 1990, mainly
as a consequence of legislation but also as a cause of changing statutory proce-
dures as detailed in White Papers, circulars, and other statutory instruments. Given
the plethora of documentation existing, legislation was required to bring together
all these different amendments into one set of planning acts. In 1990, therefore,
the government legislated for consolidation of the town and country planning
statutes, encompassing all the revisions and amendments to the planning system
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that had occurred in the previous 20 years. Rather than one parliamentary Act,
however, the consolidating legislation was divided between: The Town and
Country Planning Act 1990, detailing the principal legal requirements on planning
policy; the Planning (Conservation Areas and Listed Buildings) Act 1990, which
focused on the built heritage; and the Planning (Hazardous Substances) Act 1990,
which covers pollution and waste material. The Scottish planning legislation was
eventually consolidated under the Town and Country Planning Act 1997. In
England and Wales, although Chris Patten and his equivalent within Wales as
Secretary of State had stated that further legislation was required, this was not
what the government had in mind, and the remainder of the 1989 White Paper’s
proposals remained on the table for discussion for the time being. Therefore the
change in government policy towards the planning system was already occurring in
1989, over one year prior to Mrs Thatcher leaving office, although this had not
been enacted in legislative changes. The pace of change and modified policy
stance of the government towards the planning framework was more marked,
however, following John Major’s appointment as Prime Minister and Michael Hesel-
tine’s reappointment as Secretary of State for the Environment in November 1990
(the latter was Environment Secretary between 1979 and 1983).

The first principal change occurred in the form of amending the administrative
framework of planning. Following the government’s decision to review local govern-
ment strategically, following the decision to abandon the community charge or
‘poll tax’ and increase greater public sector accountability, Michael Heseltine
announced in the autumn of 1990 that a comprehensive review would be under-
taken of local government structure and functions in each of the three countries of
Britain (Clotworthy and Harris, 1996). The exact reasons why the government
announced the reorganisation of local authorities remain a point of speculation, a
process that was hotly contested locally (Johnston and Pattie, 1996; Game, 1997)
and a government policy decision that has been described as ‘against all reason-
able expectation, and perhaps against reason itself’ (Young, 1994: 83).

The reorganisation of local government would proceed separately in each of
the three countries: England, Wales and Scotland. In England, the minister
announced the establishment of an independent Local Government Commission to
consider local government reform and the associated planning framework in separ-
ate regions of the country, while in Wales and Scotland reorganisation would be
pursued by the central government ministers themselves and the relevant govern-
ment departments. Planning as an administrative function of local government
would be directly affected by the reform.

Meanwhile, the government announced that the long-promised legislation for
the future of the planning system would be tabled for parliamentary time in the
1990–91 session. The resultant statute, the Planning and Compensation Act 1991

Introduction 13



that received Royal Assent in July of that year, made widespread reforms to the
planning process but had particular effect on the provisions for planning policy.
Some elements of the 1989 White Paper relating to development plans were
included in the bill. The most important reforms concerned the speeding-up of
development plan preparation, to remove the need for central government minister-
ial approval for structure plans, to require district authorities to mandatorily prepare
district-wide local plans for the whole of their administrative areas, and to increase
the weight afforded to development plan policies for decision-making purposes
(the so-called ‘section 54A’ requirement).

Other important measures stepped up or introduced at this time included the
issuing of national planning statements by the government in the form of Planning
Policy Guidance Notes (PPGs) after 1988 (Tewdwr-Jones, 1994c), and the
preparation of Regional Planning Guidance Notes (RPGs) jointly by county coun-
cils within each region of England and central government after 1990 (Roberts,
1996). The release of coherent national and regional planning policy documents,
associated with the provisions of the 1991 Act, resulted in the establishment of a
new framework for the planning system. The then chief planning adviser at the
Department of the Environment stated that the planning system would now com-
prise a coherent and interlocking framework of planning policy (Wilson, 1990)
across the country.

The impact of the provisions of the Planning and Compensation Act 1991
and the effects of the PPG and RPG documents are continually being felt in local
authorities and by the private sector across the country, and it is this new planning
policy system upon which research for this book is focused.

Following on from this outline of the nature and format of the planning policy
process it is necessary to outline the definitions used in the book and to establish
the boundaries for the research.

Definitions and Geographical Boundaries

The British town and country planning process is a complex system, since it is a
function shared between central government and local government, and occurs at
multi-levels of administration in variable forms. The difficulty of assessing these
varied relationships in government and planning policy formulation should not be
underestimated. Planning research in the field of policy formulation and implemen-
tation in England, Scotland and Wales is a challenging activity, not least because
of the complex number of agencies and the different levels of elected government
responsible for land use planning, and the oft-times uneasy relationship between
law and policy. The local levels of government are sometimes awarded legislative
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powers to act on behalf of central government; in other areas, central government
does not impose statutory requirements on local government but rather a broad
policy framework and expectation, within which an element of discretion exists.
Planning policy formulation in all three countries sits between and across this rela-
tionship. The introduction of changes to the framework of planning policy formula-
tion at the national, regional and local levels requires a reassessment of these
complex relationships, to explore the nature, scope and significance of national
consistency, regional certainty and local discretion within the context of a national
(that is, UK) approach. Some distinct terms employed in this book require explana-
tion at the outset.

NATIONAL CONSISTENCY

Although the UK government has a distinct remit in the planning system of
England, Scotland and Wales, the UK has never produced a comprehensive
national land use or physical plan. Planning primarily occurs at the local level of
government through development plan formulation and planning control, but within
a policy framework provided nationally. National government ministers are respons-
ible for ensuring national consistency, certainty and co-ordination between different
areas of the country. The devices ministers use to implement this consistency remit
include issuing national planning policy guidance, selecting and ‘calling-in’ certain
types of planning applications from local authorities where the impact of the devel-
opments may be felt nationally or regionally, and being responsible for determining
planning appeals against refusal decisions of local authorities. It is intended, there-
fore, that the national UK government only provides a check and balance system to
ensure local government operates consistently across the geographies of Britain
(Quinn, 1996, 2000). What are the limits to this national consistency remit? Where
does the process of national planning guidance end and national planning policy
direction start?

The political structure within England, Scotland and Wales (and the planning
system inherent within that) occurs at two directly elected levels: central govern-
ment and local government. Between these two levels there currently exists a
democratic and strategic policy vacuum in the form of regional government. This
has been a politically contentious area, with the Labour Party arguing for some
form of directly elected regional level of government for the English regions, and
the Conservative Party staunchly defending the status quo existence of national
government and local government. The Conservatives did recognise the value of
regional policy-making by establishing Regional Planning Guidance Notes in 1990
and the Government Regional Offices (the GROs) in 1994 (Mawson and Spencer,
1997). But these offices were not independent of central government but rather
the central government’s regional arms. There had been some disquiet politically
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and from business of the need for formal regional government (for example, see
Constitution Unit, 1996), but from a planning perspective the need for a regional
level of strategic policy-making that translates the national policy objectives into
regional contexts, and simultaneously provides the regional framework for local
government’s policies, has been proven extensively over the years, both by acade-
mics and the government (DoE, 1990; Glasson, 1978; Minay, 1992; Roberts,
1996; Wannop and Cherry, 1994). Upon taking office in 1997, the Blair govern-
ment implemented stronger regional policy-making. This would be achieved
through the creation of Regional Development Agencies (Lunch, 1999; Roberts
and Lloyd, 2000), enhancing Regional Planning Guidance (Murdoch and Tewdwr-
Jones, 1999), and promising the establishment of Regional Chambers and
Regional Assemblies at a later date (Harding et al., 1999).

The national consistency label used in this thesis refers to the British plan-
ning system. Even taking into account devolution to Scotland and Wales after
1999 and the decentralisation commitment to the English regions, the government
still retains a desire to operate the planning policy formulation process as one
across Britain, without implementing radical changes to the form and legal basis of
the system. The present form of planning at the sub-national level occurs through
the National Assembly for Wales, the Scottish Parliament, and the Government
Regional Offices implementing national and regional planning policies at the local
authority level but within a national or regional context. The establishment of
regional planning policies in England in the early 1990s was, in point of fact,
nothing more than an extension of national planning policies, but the enhancement
awarded to these policies since 1997 potentially creates a new opportunity within
the planning polity to enable the government to effectively deal with socio-
economic, environmental and political problems unique to and inherent within each
region, and to adequately reflect those problems in the policy-making process. This
book considers rather whether the formulation and implementation of existing
national planning policy across England, Scotland and Wales adequately reflects
the planning problems within each area. What opportunities exist in the present
political and governmental climate for the planning policy agendas within distinct
sub-national areas of Britain to be implemented in the UK government’s push for
national consistency?

CERTAINTY

Central government’s introduction of the plan-led planning system in the Planning
and Compensation Act 1991 was based on a desire for more certain conditions
for developers and the general public. The quest for certainty in planning policy
formulation necessitated, at its simplest level, the production of mandatory district-
wide plans by the district level of local government. At the more detailed level, the
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quest for certainty directly translated into the plan preparation process by the
government requesting local authorities to prepare policies within their plans that
indicated in more secure and certain language: (a) the spatial areas where devel-
opment and regeneration was considered desirable or possible; and (b) the spatial
areas where the natural and built environment should be protected and conserved
from development.

This quest for certainty in planning policy-making found expression through
the central government’s regional offices, the Welsh Office and the Scottish Office
(prior to 1999), increasing their monitoring role of local authorities’ development
plans more prominently than hitherto. The regional offices were given authority to
highlight areas of inconsistency both within plans and between plans and national
and regional planning guidance, and policies that lacked certainty in policy expres-
sion. In relation to a desire for national consistency, the quest for certainty could
potentially mean central government utilising national planning policy to enforce
local policies to be in strict conformity to central government’s planning agenda,
without taking sufficient account of unique local or regional circumstances. Cer-
tainty also stemmed from the Conservative government’s claim, prior to 1997, for
more rule-based policy-making procedures as one of the principal tenets – a rule of
law – of New Right ideology. To what extent was central government’s quest for
certainty in planning policy formulation after 1991, and again after 1997, a prac-
tical expression of New Right ideology in the governments of the 1990s? Also, in
what ways has this quest for certainty resulted in more standardised, centrally
determined planning policy being enforced on the local policy-making level of
government?

LOCAL DISCRETION

Planning occurs primarily at the local government level. It is reflected in the
formulation of structure plans, local plans and unitary development plans by directly
elected councils and the implementation of local policies through the planning
control process. An extensive amount of literature has been devoted to scrutiny of
the relationship, independence and interdependence between local government
and central government (see, for example, Rhodes, 1988, 1992). This book is not
concerned with central–local government relations per se, but rather with the
nature and scope of planning policy tensions between the central state’s object-
ives and local and territorial desires. It seeks to assess the threat to and from
central government planning policy. In particular, the work attempts to establish the
nature of and possibility for locally and regionally formulated planning agendas to
survive the national consistency monitoring of central government, and assesses
whether local areas retain an ability to utilise discretion against state centrality
within the planning policy formulation process. To what degree are local planning
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authorities able to formulate locally derived planning policies within their develop-
ment plans that are not in strict conformity with the planning objectives of the
national government? To what extent is the national government utilising its
national consistency remit to ensure limitation of local discretion in planning policy
formulation?

This research is devoted to the planning policy relationships between central
government (and its regional offices) and local government in England, Scotland
and Wales. It is recognised that the United Kingdom government operates on
behalf of the people of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. However,
in planning administration terms, the land use process operates distinctly in differ-
ent parts of the UK. Scotland possesses its own planning legislation and policy,
separate to England and Wales, and since 1999 has possessed its own parlia-
ment (Allmendinger, 2001b). Within Wales, primary legislation is shared between
England and Wales, even after the creation of the National Assembly for Wales in
1999. National planning policy had been released jointly between the two coun-
tries until 1996, but the format was amended after this period with the publication
of separate documents (Powell, 2001; Tewdwr-Jones, 2001c). In Northern Ireland,
the planning system is operated in its entirety by the Department of the Environ-
ment Northern Ireland Office and not as a function of local government. With the
establishment of the Northern Ireland Assembly, regional spatial policy matters will
be addressed in due course (McNeill and Gordon, 2001; Shirlow, 2001). Because
of this anomaly, reference to ‘national’ in discussions of the British government, in
respect of this book, relates to England, Scotland and Wales (that is, Britain)
alone.

The selection of England, Scotland and Wales only also reflects the planning
policy process operated by central government in the latter 1980s and early 1990s
when national planning policy guidance in the form of Planning Policy Guidance
Notes (PPGs) was released jointly by the Department of the Environment and the
Welsh Office, reflecting the government’s view that the planning policy process
between the two countries was identical. PPGs were first released in January
1988 at the commencement of the plan-led planning system and remain in place
today as the principal form of national planning policy provided to local authorities
by central government. They have also been used by central government as the
principal source of policy vehicle intended to promote national consistency across
England and Wales. A separate series of Planning Guidance Wales (PGW), more
recently termed Planning Policy Wales (PPW), has been released by the Welsh
Office since 1996 as a replacement for the previous joint-departmental released
PPGs. Part of the research for this book occurred just prior to this change,
although the possibilities for the development of a distinctly Welsh planning policy
were being discussed by central government, local government and planning
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professionals at the time (that is, in the period 1993–96), even prior to devolution.
Scotland possesses a series of National Planning Policy Guidelines (NPPGs) that
are similar to the English PPGs and the Welsh PPW in that they express govern-
ment policy objectives and provide expectations as to how local government
should operate the planning system within Scotland.

Some Notes on Research Methodology

The complexity of researching different planning policy relations within a complex
structure of central government and local government was a factor borne in mind in
devising appropriate stages of empirical research for the work. In particular, the
research methodology had to satisfy the stated key themes outlined earlier in this
chapter.

The research therefore had, first, to assess the nature and significance of the
national government’s planning policy impact on local government’s planning policy
across England, Scotland and Wales. Second, research was also required at the
regional level to identify the extent to which regional institutions of the planning
polity had been empowered by the post-1997 proposals and whether this was
occurring within a nationally controlled set of parameters or whether central
government permitted the emergence of regional policy autonomy. Third, assess-
ment also had to occur at the local government level to identify in detailed nature
the role and significance of the government’s national planning policy, the Planning
Policy Guidance Notes, on the formulation of local planning policies, to assess
whether and to what extent the tenet of those local policies were undergoing
change by the national government’s intervention. And fourth, methods had to be
devised to assess the extent to which a sub-national policy agenda within Britain
could be formulated within the national consistency approach adopted by the
Government Regional Offices and their equivalents in Scotland and Wales. These
four aspects stemming from the key themes of the book resulted in a three-stage
methodology being devised for the research project. The research undertaken for
this work therefore comprises three distinct stages.

STAGE ONE

An aggregate survey of local planning authorities (namely, district councils) in
England and Wales and analysis of the survey results at an all-England and Wales
level, focusing on an aggregate overview of national impact on local processes.
This was accompanied by two case study analyses at the sub-national level in
England and Wales identifying different dimensions of the national and regional
planning policy–local planning policy relationship.
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STAGE TWO

An analysis of the position of a district authority of local government, West Dorset
District Council, within England and Wales and the extent to which national plan-
ning policy guidance impacted upon the formulation of local planning policies, by
examining the national planning policy role utilised by the Government Regional
Office, the Government Office for the South West, in attempting to achieve consis-
tency and certainty in planning policy formulation. This case study would examine
in great detail the nature of the regional office’s comments in monitoring West
Dorset’s local plan, the significance of the comments, and the degree to which
West Dorset amended policies within their plan to ensure that the consistency
defined by the regional office was achieved. The focus here would be on individual
national impact on local processes.

STAGE THREE

An analysis of the position of both Wales and Scotland as sub-national areas
within Britain and the extent to which Wales and Scotland warranted distinctive
treatment from a national planning policy perspective. This stage would identify
the extent to which a national consistency approach across Britain was being
undertaken (reflecting the priorities of the UK government) and the extent to
which it was considered desirable. This would also point to what work was
required under devolution to establish differentiated planning policies from those
existing prior to 1999. The focus here would essentially be on sub-national impact
on national agendas.

Structure of the Book

Following this introductory chapter, the book is structured into three further parts.
Part 1 considers the policy and literature associated with theoretical contexts for
the analysis of planning policy formulation, particularly the New Right ideology that
influenced the Conservative governments after 1979 and the New Labour ideology
that has influenced the Labour government since 1997. These assessments are
preceded in Chapter 2 by a focus on theoretical perspectives of planning and the
institutional aspects of the planning polity within the context of political and govern-
mental relations. The planning policy relations and tensions between central and
local government are highlighted in Chapter 5 with a particular focus on the role of
central government in providing national consistency in planning law and policy,
and in the impact of new planning legislation and guidance on sub-national auto-
nomy and local discretion. Thus Chapter 5 considers the legal and professional
components of the planning policy formulation process by assessment of the
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distinction between consistency and discretion, and between regulation and auto-
nomy.

From this debate, Part 2 considers the research component of the book, by
presenting results of a survey of all district and unitary local planning authorities in
England and Wales on the significance of the national consistency remit in plan-
ning policy formulation. These survey results relate to the questions identified at the
close of the preceding section and additionally form the basis of discussion of the
three case studies in Chapters 7, 8 and 9. These case studies centre on the nature
of local, regional and sub-national discretion (through an examination of regional
planning in Chapter 7, West Dorset in Chapter 8, and Wales in Chapter 9) within
the national consistency approach of central government, and the research seeks
to clarify what national changes in political ideology and statute have meant for
both these from a policy and governmental perspective.

Part 3, finally, provides discussion on the form and operation of devolution
within Britain and its impacts on planning and the planning polity. This part of the
book provides some conclusions to the research, through further discussion of
the implications of devolution on the national remit of the UK government within the
planning polity and on the results collected and analysed, associated with discus-
sion of more theoretical concerns on New Right and New Labour thinking towards
political and governmental planning relations in the 1990s. The book concludes by
relating the discussion to the key research themes outlined earlier in this chapter.
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PART 1

POLITICAL IDEOLOGY, POLICY
RELATIONS AND THE PLANNING
PROCESS

This part of the book is devoted to analysing from a theoretical perspective two
interconnected issues. First, the practical and policy nature of planning and its
manifestation as a governmental process. This will include debate on searching for
an appropriate planning theory context within which to situate the study, and is
devoted principally to procedural planning theories that are best placed to assess
the micro-political aspect of planning. Second, Part 1 will explore the ideological
framework of planning and its manifestation as a political process. This will include
an extended debate on the political ideological underpinnings within central
government that has shaped and reshaped both the attitudes towards planning as
a state activity and the trajectory of the planning system. This second aspect
principally discusses libertarian theory and New Right ideology in Chapter 3, and
New Labour ideology in Chapter 4, that formed the ideological context for the
1990s and early twenty-first century governments. As such, these theories form the
macro-political aspect of planning. These two interconnected theoretical issues are
illustrated in Table 2.1 (see p. 26).

Both theoretical elements discussed in this chapter are necessary. This book
is devoted to analytically combining discussion of political ideology, multi-level
government activity and planning practice. The impact of central government
national planning policy on local planning policy formulation since the early 1990s
appears to have been considerable, even under the operation of the local-orien-
tated, plan-led planning system. This book attempts to assess whether this
process was part of the Major government’s New Right ideology and the Blair
government’s New Labour ideology, and the development of a rule of law in
particular (the macro-political theoretical context). But this book is also concerned
with assessing the impact of political ideology on the sub-national, regional and
local planning systems in the plan-led process, and the degree to which local plan-
ning agendas were able to be expressed in policy through the discretion available
to local government (the micro-political context).



At the present time, both elements have been the subject of separate theo-
retical debate. It is hoped that this book will go some way towards making a dis-
tinctive contribution by forming links between the two schools of thought and in
being the first attempt to analytically combine macro-political and micro-political
debates in planning theorising about the planning system in Britain since 1990.

The first part of the section identifies the current theory applicable to the
British planning policy process and, from this discussion, considers three theories
that might assist or explain ‘post-Thatcherite’ planning policy relations between
central and local government. This literature area is considered to be a more than
appropriate context within which to set the research questions, going right to the
heart of central government’s control over the activities of local planning authori-
ties. It also indirectly illustrates the problem of attempting to identify an appropriate
planning theory literature context for the study.

Chapter 5’s main focus for this assessment will be on national (i.e. ‘macro’)
changes to planning policy, although it is recognised that this misses the point
about how policies are implemented (Marsh and Rhodes, 1992) and the variation
in planning practice locally (Healey et al., 1988). The chapter also follows Thorn-
ley’s (1991, 1993) approach in the analysis of change during the Thatcher years: it
concentrates on legislative and policy change rather than policy outcome. This is
mainly due to the lack of any clear assessment of policy outcome which, as Marsh
and Rhodes (1992) point out, takes from 10–15 years to be fully appreciated.
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CHAPTER 2

A THEORETICAL CONTEXT OF PLANNING POLICY

There is a great deal of literature concerning the role, rationale and operation of the
town and country planning process in Britain (see, for example, Tewdwr-Jones, 1996a;
Cullingworth and Nadin, 2002). Rare within this literature, however, is the lack of spe-
cific reference to the form and function of statutory instruments within a wider concep-
tual discussion of the purpose, justification and form of a planning system (two notable
exceptions are Allmendinger (2001a) and Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones (2002)).
Some commentators have suggested that this academic gap in the literature reflects
the gap between the academic and practical sides of the planning process (e.g.
Alexander, 1997; Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 1997a), and the lack of a co-ordi-
nating, all-embracing theory to describe the activities, role and rationale of planning
intervention and operation (e.g. Breheny, 1983). What might be equally true to those
who identify the gulf between the two elements of planning is the problem of the
plethora of theories that have been advanced to explain planning, a point reflected in
the work of Taylor (1998) and Allmendinger (2002).

Introduction

While the multifarious theories provide a helpful framework for the study of the plan-
ning process they can all too often provide no assistance in assessing the relation-
ships between the different definitions of planning, different types of planning and
the variety of action and operational situations planners (again defined differently)
work within and for. While it is possible to accept the viewpoints of Davidoff and
Reiner (1962), who suggest that the world is too diverse for a precise theory of how
planning operates, it is useful to assess which theories bear some relation to the
study area. Therefore, attempting to discuss statutory planning in Britain post-1990
from a theoretical perspective can yield problems, and this is how the subject is
now discussed. Initially, however, this section adopts the approaches of Yiftachel
(1989) and Poulton (1991a) who distinguish a planning theory between analytical,
procedural and urban form frameworks. Yiftachel (1989) suggests that analytical
theories are useful in explaining how different political priorities may inhibit the imple-
mentation of statutory plans by setting plans and policies within the context of land
use planning as a form of state intervention. Procedural theories, on the other hand,
are more concerned with the organisational, political and professional limitations



that may limit the ability of the state to achieve particular desired ends in the plan-
ning system, although they are rarely concerned with outcome itself. Urban form the-
ories are generally concerned with the most desirable urban patterns and
structures, but are often devoid of political (statutory) and organisational discussion.
Poulton (1991a: 230), too, identifies three similar branches of theory but distin-
guishes positive theories from theories of planning’s aims:

1 Theories of aims, advocating what planning should try to achieve, why, how,
and for whose benefit it should do this (‘analytical theory’).

2 Theories of procedure, covering how the planning process works and propo-
sitions about how it should work to be more efficient (‘procedural theory’).

3 Theories of social criticism, calling to account the function of planning in
society (‘urban form theory’).

4 Positive theories, explaining why planning is the way it is and hence, by impli-
cation, how it may or may not be used, or what the outcomes of planning
activity are likely to be.

In relation to the nature of the research study, its focus on statutory planning
policy in government agencies, and the two theoretical elements illustrated in Table
2.1, the following theoretical discussion is restricted to considering which analytical
and procedural planning theories might be of value. These are considered alongside
non-planning specific theories in the realm of political science (on the subject of
intergovernmental relations and discretion and autonomy between agencies) and
recent geographical theorising concerning scales of governance. None of these
three sets of theories will provide definitive Holy Grail answers to the big questions
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Table 2.1 The micro-political and macro-political theoretical contexts discussed within the book

Type Manifestation

Micro-political Debates devoted to the operation of the planning polity; 
the use of procedural theories to explain how the
policy process operates; the degree of certainty,
flexibility and discretion available to local government
in adopting local policies and the impact caused by
higher tiers of government

Macro-political Debates devoted to the state’s ideological context for 
the planning polity; the use of libertarian theory to
explain the government’s approach to policy
generally; differences, similarities and continuities
between governments of different political
persuasion towards the state and planning

Source: author



of what planning is, what it is supposed to achieve, for whom, and why. My critics
will, no doubt, suggest alternative theories that may have been useful, and no doubt
they probably are. But I do believe that the theories discussed below do offer us
some assistance in conceptualising the problems of and within the matters dis-
cussed as the theme of this book, and that, for me, is sufficient justification.

Analytical and Procedural Theories

Analytical theories assist in setting out the prevailing social, economic and environ-
mental contexts within which the state operates planning, and are therefore of use
in explaining the juxtaposition of market-led and plan-led regimes characteristic of
1980s and 1990s land use planning in Britain. They can also assist in suggesting
how changing political priorities may inhibit the use and/or operation of plans and
policies in practice, the difference between means and ends as a political configu-
ration. Analytical theories have been categorised as ‘assenting’ and ‘dissenting’ by
Low (1991); that is, whether theorists believe states are accommodating or hostile
towards capitalism as an underlying form of society. Assenting theory derives
principally from the work of Weber and is variously described as ‘pluralist’ (the
state and bureaucracy operating among many interests to achieve policy out-
comes) and ‘corporatist’ (where policies are the product of a limited number of
interest groups through negotiations and where the state and bureaucracy are
termed ‘urban managerialist’). But pluralist and corporatist theories provide little
assistance in explaining the nature and operation of plans.

Procedural planning theories have historically provided a better insight into
the practical operation of land use plans and policies, although each attempt at
procedural planning theorising has often emerged as a response to the increasing
complexity of processes that form, shape and determine how the built and natural
environment is controlled by the state. Six principal procedural planning theories
are relevant to this discussion:

1 ‘Blueprint’ planning, developed between the 1940s and 1960s, viewed the
plan as a fixed end-state product, the vision of design and engineered
approach, but inevitably failed to address the rapidity of changing socio-eco-
nomic conditions and could not adequately take account of resource implica-
tions.

2 ‘Rational-comprehensive’ planning, primarily associated with the work of Faludi
(e.g. Faludi, 1973) and the use of systems analysis (McLoughlin, 1969), was
influential during the 1960s and 1970s, and focused on means rather than
ends, to ensure a planner ‘would present one’s choice in a form which could
have resulted from a rational planning process, even if this has not actually
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been the case’ (Faludi, 1973: 38). The theory became increasingly suscepti-
ble to attack from urban form theorists (‘substantivists’ as opposed to ‘proce-
duralists’) for suggesting that planning decision-making could be rational and
for ignoring the complexity of the processes of physical change.

3 ‘Incremental’ or ‘mixed-scanning’ planning, reflected in the work of Lindblom
(1959) and Etzioni (1968), emphasised that decision-making in operation is
the consequence of continual adjustment, where plans are subject to
increased flexibility to accommodate changing circumstances and the influ-
ence of other considerations.

4 ‘Decision-centred’ and ‘bounded rationality’ planning, a modified form of
rational-comprehensive planning promoted by Faludi (1987), suggested that
the role of plans is to facilitate a rational process of decision-making and to
enable decisions to be made; plans are to operate as a guide rather than a
blueprint that have to be followed.

5 ‘Communicative’ and ‘transactive’ planning, initiated from the work in the
1970s and 1980s of Friedmann (1973, 1987) but more recently developed
transatlantically by Forester (1989), Fischer and Forester (1993) and Healey
(1992, 1993, 1997) where plans are viewed as the basis for continual
debate and argumentation between relevant interest groups rather than
solely the product of planning professionals and bureaucrats.

6 ‘Libertarian’ planning is associated with New Right ideology and promotes
the interests of the market in plan content and emphasises the limited nature
of statutory documents in meeting real world dilemmas (Sorenson and Day,
1981). Plans, where they do exist, are rather to set the broad rules and
framework only.

Agency and Individual Choice Theories

Strategic choice theorists identify four complementary modes to decision-making:
the shaping mode, how to structure the set of decision problems; the designing
mode, the course of action available within the structure shape; the comparing
mode, comparing the implications of pursuing different courses of action via social,
economic and other criteria; and the choosing mode, commitment to actions over
time and reviewing the management of those future actions. Decision-makers are
offered the possibility of switching freely between each of these modes and can
randomly work back to modes previously considered in the light of new insights
and perceptions. The IOR School’s later work, Public Planning: The Inter-Corpor-
ate Dimension (Friend et al., 1974), develops the uncertainty of related decision
fields in their research on Droitwich in the West Midlands. It recognises the degree
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to which decision networks and intergovernmental relations may affect the
decisions being formulated by individuals in one authority. In this case, it was in
relation to how Droitwich planners could expand the town to cater for overspill
from Birmingham while being faced with pressure from the county council:

Opportunities for connective planning arise when people acting in policy

systems which operate in particular action spaces are stimulated by their

perceptions of decision problems to alleviate and shape networks of decision-

makers in order to explore alternatives and from among them select

commitments to action.

(Friend et al., 1974: 56)

Thus the links between different agencies, and the ability of actors and decision-
makers within the agencies to communicate their viewpoints, become a focus for
attention in how decisions are formulated. While this theoretical framework is
particularly useful to analyse the operation of the planning polity in Britain, within
the context of planning policy relationships between central and local government,
it has not been subjected to much praise by planning theorists. Faludi (1987) sug-
gests that the reason for this is the ‘planning environment’ (to use his 1973 termi-
nology) within which land use planning operates in the UK. Planning theorising by
British public policy researchers is rare and is often related to the procedures and
practice of planning (i.e. putting plans and policies into place), whereas in the
United States, one of the principal donors of planning theories, academics are less
attracted to practical case studies to test out their theoretical hypotheses. As
Faludi (1987: 96) remarks, ‘It is its positive yet at the same time realistic attitude to
planning which characterises the “IOR School” and which is difficult to transplant
into a different context.’

For the most part, British policy researchers have failed to recognise or have
failed to accord sufficient weight to the influence of the school of thought on
British planning practice, their anthologies of methods and theories of planning
being notable for the absence of references to strategic choice (see, for example,
Batey and Breheny, 1982; Healey et al., 1982; McDougall, 1983). This lack of
attention might be the result of the theory sitting too closely with the criticised
rational planning model, although the main proponents of strategic choice have
been at pains to state that it is ‘rationality-seeking’ rather than rational (Friend,
1983). Cooke (1983), identifying a proceduralist-dominant theory, also believes
the IOR School does not provide a ‘detailed analysis of power relations, conflict
generation and resolution, and the nature of dominant coalitions’, since it fails to be
concerned with the substantivist outcome of planning decisions. Similar arguments
have prompted Healey (1979) to suggest that the work leads to academics
becoming over-preoccupied with matters other than the improvement of planning
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and for viewing inter-corporatism or ‘intergovernmentalism’ as the panacea of plan-
ning decision dilemmas. It has also been criticised, perhaps wrongly, with its identi-
fication for a quest for certainty in decision situations, although, as Faludi (1987)
has remarked, even if certain knowledge exists it hardly mitigates the usefulness of
strategic choice to assist our appreciation of the problems of planning practitioners
or of a concern for the improvement of day-to-day decision-making.

Faludi (1987) has suggested that the IOR School could have done much
more to respond to its critics and in attempting to ally strategic choice with other
emerging planning theory literature. One particular school of theory that bears
some similarities is the work of ‘social learning’, ‘transactive’ or ‘humanistic’ theo-
rists (e.g. see Friedmann, 1973; Argyris and Schon, 1978; Schon, 1982, 1983;
Rein and Schon, 1993). But this has never been achieved. Partly to bridge the gap
between the IOR school, the inter-corporatist model and academics’ lack of
concern with its relationship to British planning practice, Faludi himself sought to
utilise the work of the IOR School to develop his ‘decision-centred’ theory of
environmental planning (Faludi, 1986, 1987).

Faludi developed his ‘decision-centred’ view of planning following an exami-
nation of local planning in the Netherlands and in Oxford in the UK (Thomas et al.,
1983). During this study, of which Faludi was one of the inceptors, it was found
that in many cases plans were not performing as intended when the policies within
the plan had been drawn up. There was an immediate tendency to blame these
‘failures’ on implementation, but it became apparent that some of the departures
were the consequence of interpretation of the plan and on its flexibility for meeting
changing circumstances (Friend and Jessop, 1969). In other words, the success of
the plan in being implemented was not due to the implementers and the circum-
stances that impinged on the implementation task, but rather on the procedures
through which the plan was used and the courses of action needed by decision-
makers in assisting them in evaluating choices.

A plan containing policies commits an agency to a given task – for example,
in setting out what is permissible and what is not. While this provides a degree of
certainty in agency expression it does not necessarily mean that these commit-
ments (‘operational decisions’, to use Faludi’s terminology (1987: 117)) will be
implemented. The implementation task will depend on the commitment and power
possessed by the agency in each case. For example, a central government depart-
ment might possess a specific programme of reforms or of policies, but would not
expect to implement the programme itself; it could delegate the implementation
task of the programme to local government, or other agencies. This concept under-
lies Faludi’s planning doctrine.

Faludi believes that to ameliorate decision dilemmas, analysts should under-
take a ‘decision analysis’. The decision must be made within its context or planning
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environment and, reflecting the arguments of substantive theorists (e.g. Scott and
Roweis, 1977; Needham, 1982), it has to occur within an assessment of its impact
upon social, economic and environmental concerns. This relates to Reade’s (1987)
arguments, advanced simultaneously to Faludi’s, where he suggested that profes-
sional planners are uninterested in evaluating the outcome of their decisions or in
monitoring the likely effects of their policies. It also resembles Healey et al.’s
(1988) concern over how policies and decisions vary spatially and locally accord-
ing to the different circumstances within which planning operates.

Furthermore, Faludi suggests that flexibility is an essential prerequisite of for-
mulating a plan since it can then respond to changing circumstances and take
account of any uncertainty surrounding planning decisions. However, Faludi does
not mention the scope of flexibility to encompass discretion; that is, as a decision-
making tool in itself. He merely advocates theorists recognising changing social,
economic and environmental circumstances and how decision-makers must
respond, although he identifies the ‘superior wisdom’ (1987: 126) this places in
the statutory plan tools. While plans can provide an indication of a decision, they
should be flexible enough to be side-stepped, ignored or changed to respond to
new situations; that is, they should never attempt to become blueprints. Faludi
uses the analogy here of a personal diary to illustrate the ‘nonsense’ planners advo-
cate when they argue that plans should be followed at all costs:

The ‘man in the street’ would agree that a plan that is not being followed has

failed. He would never dream of applying the same criterion to the one plan that

he is probably using himself: his personal diary. A calendar has all the attributes

of a plan. It helps in taking decisions concerning appointments, birthdays, annual

holidays, and the like, chiefly by pointing out overlaps. But nobody says that it is

ineffective when appointments are cancelled. Rather, in informing us about our

commitments, a calendar helps to define decision situations, and that is all we

should expect of plans.

(Faludi, 1987: 127)

The agency and individual choice theories discussed in this section do
provide some useful ideological frameworks from procedural planning theory (even
if today they are somewhat unpopular) to assist in an analysis of post-Thatcherite
planning policy formulation in Britain. Of particular attention is Friend et al.’s (1974)
inter-corporatist dimension, which takes into account the effects of one agency’s
decisions on the development of choices in another agency, and correlates with
the relationship within the statutory planning process between central government
as an initiator of legislation and policy guidance, and local government as the
implementers of central government law and statutory plan implementation. Sim-
ilarly, Faludi’s (1987) decision-centred dimension, that emerged from the same
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school of thought as Friend et al., advocates greater flexibility in statutory plan-
making and for the impact of plans and decisions to be comprehensively moni-
tored. He is particularly concerned with the operational decisions planning
agencies develop, although he fails to recognise how flexibility can be defined
according to the different perspectives of each agency. Therefore, while opera-
tional decisions might relate to a mandatory task, or the expectation that a decision
will be made in a particular way, they can equally mean something that should be
seen to be taken account of, not necessarily followed.

Intergovernmental Relations

Rather than focus on planning and decision-making forms, how useful might it be
to consider other theories relating to the independence and interdependence of
agencies to explain relationships and conflicts within the planning polity, and how
much discretion is available to one agency when that agency has to carry out func-
tions on behalf of another? Any discussion of agency discretion in the context of
the planning policy process leads to consideration of the legal, policy and discre-
tionary relationship between central government and local government. Rhodes
(1980) has suggested that the relationship between these two levels of govern-
ment is essentially ambiguous and confused, and poses considerable problems for
academic assessment. Although local government does possess a clearly separate
political role from central government, it is perhaps too strong to suggest that the
tiers operate in partnership or even equally. Both tiers are autonomous (both are
elected separately by the electorate and both are able to raise taxes), but local
government is only autonomous in the constraints or regulations laid down by the
central state through legislation. Rhodes suggests that if one accepts the argu-
ment of autonomous tiers, it is far too simplistic to suggest that local government
autonomy has been depleted by successive stages of direct administrative and
budgetary pruning and through the reorientation of local government as agents or
enablers of central government. To discuss ‘central government’ and ‘local govern-
ment’ is therefore difficult since both are multidimensional and involve a plethora of
government departments, agencies, quangos and institutions, termed by Rhodes
as the ‘national community of local government’ (Rhodes, 1980).

Rhodes also argues that local government has never been fully autonomous
since, aside from financial liaisons, both tiers regularly enter into negotiations on a
wide variety of substantive policy areas and local authorities are in some instances
implementation agencies on behalf of the central state; statutory planning, as state
regulation, is an obvious example of this. To focus in on which tier has control,
independence or political monopoly therefore both masks the real interrelationships
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existing and does not assist in any analysis. As Rhodes (1980: 276) states: ‘In short,
there is a tension between interdependence and the exercise of executive authority
and analysis must focus on the interaction between the two. Neither bargaining nor
control is the appropriate focus even when the relationship is asymmetric.’

The role of local government to implement national policy is a key reason for
its autonomy, and this relationship – described as a ‘dual-polity’ by Bulpitt (1983)
between high politics (national agenda setting) and low politics (policy implementa-
tion) – was prevalent in central–local government relations until 1979. Sharpe
(1979) also describes the relationship being the two tiers as ‘executant’: central
government is non-executant as a policy-making agency and local government is
executant as the policy-implementation agency. The Conservative governments of
the 1980s and 1990s, despite their reduction of local authority powers, recog-
nised the functions local authorities perform and, even during a period of local
government reorganisation from 1993–95, did not attempt to realign them as mere
sub-agencies of the central state. However, central government has changed the
role of local government across the years, leading commentators to suggest that
local authorities have been ‘bypassed’ (Pickvance, 1991) or ‘circumscribed’
(Booth, 1996) by the transference of some of their powers to quangos and central
government ministries and by a greater limiting role on their discretionary powers.

In relation to discretion, the existence of part-autonomy means that elements
of discretion will exist, thus further enhancing their interdependence and allowing
scope for manoeuvring. The real question is how and to what extent is the remain-
ing discretion used? This will vary between government tiers and between different
circumstances, but it will be for local authorities to recognise the extent and avail-
ability of discretion to ensure that this can be utilised to maximum advantage.
Rhodes (1981) points out that variations in the degree of discretion is a product of
the goals and relative power of the interaction and the process of exchange
between central and local government. Quantifying or assessing the discretionary
element of local government autonomy is therefore difficult to achieve, since inter-
action and exchanges between the two tiers varies politically, spatially and over
time. However, discretion might best be considered through a legal perspective of
the autonomy of local government in relation to the central state; that is, through
‘administrative law’.

The existence of administrative law in Britain has long held a deep interest in
academic and legal circles. The nineteenth-century theorist Dicey argued that
administrative law did not exist in England (cited in Booth, 1996: 114), stating that
individuals and agencies are solely responsible to the law courts for the use of statu-
tory powers. Harlow and Rawlings (1984) view Dicey and others (who consider that
the power of the state should be controlled through legal restraints) as ‘red light the-
orists’, denying that public administration possesses any discretionary element and
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insisting that public administrators should rely on the procedural rights associated
with rule of law. Adler and Asquith (1981) also discuss the discretion/legal argu-
ment by suggesting that the calls for increased legality to mitigate discretion is, in
point of fact, a reflection of the crisis with which the legal profession deals with dis-
cretionary judgement. Lawyers trained in the tradition of Gesellschaft find it difficult
to cope with discretion as part of the power wielded by modern governments.

Harlow and Rawlings (1984) also identify ‘green light theorists’ in administra-
tive law, however, who not only recognise the existence of discretion but who view
its existence as a positive feature of modern administration. Davis (1971) believed
that the administrative process had to be legalised through administrative rules,
rather than a reliance on courts of law, while Jowell (1973) examined the legal
means through which discretion might be controlled: ‘legalisation’, based on the
existence of explicit rules for decisions, and ‘judicialisation’, the subjecting of
decisions to courts of law for scrutiny. Both are considered to be legitimate ways
through which the legal process could formally integrate discretionary judgement in
administration by providing more clarity and accountability. However, both methods
are rigid and can become over-legalistic in their application. It is also doubtful
whether such a complex process as land use planning could ever be completely
determined by rules and regulations since it would be extremely difficult to identify
every possible outcome or solution to as yet undistinguished problems. Legalisa-
tion of statutory planning discretion would therefore be impractical, since it would
fail to provide adequate solutions to the complexity of planning problems.

Another reason why statutory planning discretion should not be subject to
complete rule of law was the alienation of successive central government adminis-
trations to become directly involved with land use implementation. The planning
process has always relied on discretion as part of the central state’s overriding
duty in land use processes, mainly through agency delegation to local authorities
and by introducing a policy (as opposed to legal) presumption in favour of devel-
opment. This permits local authorities to act flexibly to achieve that policy require-
ment. The only ways in which local planning authorities’ discretion has been
limited by central government over the last 50 years, according to Booth (1996),
has been through the judgements of the courts, central government call-in appli-
cations, the appeals process, and through the issuing of national planning policy.
For Booth, the degree to which central government can limit local authorities’ dis-
cretion is therefore exceptionally limited, and this has caused a great deal of
resentment at times on the part of central government towards local government.
As Rhodes (1988: 180) remarks, ‘The degree of discretion (and capacity for
resistance) of the only directly elected territorial institution in the UK has fre-
quently provided a major obstacle for a centre determined on local compliance
with central objectives.’
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Discretion and Autonomy

Booth (1996) argues that discretion is not an opposite term for regulation. Discre-
tion does not in itself lead to unbound flexibility. Certainly it reduces the rigidity of
rules and regulations, but it is necessary to have rules to ensure that discretion is
not operated in an ad hoc or unrestricted manner. Therefore, discretion is an inher-
ent and independent part of regulation; it is the area of judgement left over by a
surrounding area of regulation (Dworkin, 1977). Jowell (1973: 187) views discre-
tion in government as the ‘room for decisional manoeuvre possessed by the
decision-maker’, while Ham and Hill (1985: 4) suggest that, ‘A public officer has
discretion whenever the limits of his power make him free to make a choice among
the public courses of action or inaction.’ Discretion, therefore, occurs within
defined limits, and these defined limits in government activities form the laws and
policies. But discretion can have different interpretations.

Bull (1980), cited in Ham and Hill (1984: 149), differentiates between discre-
tion that is the simple interpretation of rules by an organisation, and discretion as
the responsibility rested in public officials to make decisions as they think fit. The
latter is far more flexible than the former, although to use Bull’s case study of social
service supplementary benefits in Britain the distinction can usually be attributed
between an agency or organisation (possessing discretionary powers conferred by
statute) and an individual public officer (possessing duties conferred by the agency
and subject to professional or local control). A similar distinction is provided by
Page (1985) who classifies ‘street-level discretion’ (the interpretation of rules and
guidelines formulated at a higher level) and ‘institutional discretion’ (the determina-
tion of whether a service should be provided, to whom, how and at what level).

Bull (1980) also identifies between discretion to interpret rules and discretion
to depart from rules in particular circumstances. As he remarks:

My concern is that the failure to distinguish between these different levels and

types of activities can contribute to a confusion of issues: the extent to which

Parliament should leave scope for agencies and/or officials to exercise

discretion in exceptional circumstances; and whether and how checks can be

imposed on the inevitable power of officials at the point of delivery to make a

judgement about claims by their fellow human beings for that service.

(Bull 1980: 68)

This distinction is important, especially from a local government perspective and in
relation to this research, since it can assist us in explaining how the planning polity
has operated in Britain since the early 1990s. Three questions come to mind:

1 Did the legislation and policy operating prior to 1991 permit either (a) the
local authority discretion in the interpretation of planning laws and policies
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conferred by the state, or (b) the individual officer discretion to decide each
case on its merits based on professional judgement?

2 Does the plan-led planning system as introduced in 1991, by introducing
greater certainty in the process, limit in any way the discretionary powers of
the local planning authority, of the individual planning officer, or both?

3 Does the plan-led system, by introducing greater certainty in the process,
limit discretionary powers of the authority or officer to either interpret the laws
and policies or to depart from the laws and policies to a greater extent than
was previously the case?

This raises a further issue: the distinction between professional and administrative
discretion. Adler and Asquith (1981: 13) consider professional officers to be the
very embodiment of discretionary actors, since they justify their actions and
decisions by reference to professional knowledge but are, in themselves, subject
to fairly weak forms of accountability and control. The professional’s use of discre-
tion is often labelled ‘professional judgement’ and, particularly in the planning
process, has been accorded a high status throughout the planning polity’s history.
Administrative discretion does not possess any form of enhanced or superior
status since it is usually characterised by rigid rules and guidelines and can be
more easily controlled. Essentially, administrative discretion is more dependent on
‘institutional as against individual freedom of action’ (Booth, 1996: 111).

Some of the commentators mentioned above argue that discretion and regu-
lation exist not as autonomous from one another, nor are they necessarily at oppos-
ite ends of a scale. However, a related discussion has been advanced by Reade
(1987), who claims that the distinction is rather between ‘corporatism’ (discre-
tionary) and ‘pluralism’ (regulatory). Corporatism is considered by Reade to be anti-
bureaucratic, pragmatic and discretionary, thus permitting the operation of a
bargaining or flexible mode essential to the practice of planning polity and moves
away from discussion of a rule of law. Winkler (1977), too, promotes a corporatist
view of public administration and suggests that pluralist planning is undesirable:
‘The most absurd thing any directive State can do is to make a plan and then
follow it . . . Flexibility is essential to all planning . . . all rules are restraints; they bind
the State as well as the subject’ (Winkler 1977: 50).

A related concept has been advanced by Reade (1987, discussing Bailey
(1980)) as ‘functional theory’, the carrying out of key functions in society, and ‘trait
theory’, individuals’ possession of unique knowledge and qualities. However, rather
than relate these theories to discretionary and regulatory arguments, Reade argues
negatively that trait theory describes the practices of professional planners in
Britain who, by virtue of their discretionary and professional powers, have never
sought any justification for their actions; they merely rely on ‘professional judge-
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ment’, promote technocracy, and can operate politically, possibly against central
and regional planning policies (1987: 157).

The commentators discussing the existence of discretion and regulation in
public administration can therefore be distinguished between those who view the
two as inherent parts of one another and essential for the operation of state activ-
ity, and those who recognise the existence of both but who claim that discretion
equates to professionalism and, as such, has been deliberately used by profes-
sional groups to promote a self-perpetuating role, a role where experts make and
take decisions in glorious isolation. Both of these perspectives will prove useful for
discussions later in the book.

Scales of Governance

Another form of theory that has been popular in the last few years relates to scales
of governance. Over the last two decades, there has been a renewed interest in
theorising and understanding the sub-national territorial level within an increasingly
global economy and questions over the future of the nation-state. Initial interest
was centred on reinvigorating the theory of agglomeration (Scott, 1983, 1986) and
the local outcomes of global processes of restructuring through the localities liter-
ature (e.g. Cooke, 1989). Lately, attention has turned towards the ‘new regional-
ism’ (Keating, 1997; Lovering, 1997; Amin, 1999) and the rescaling of political
processes (Jones and MacLeod, 1999; MacLeod and Goodwin, 1999) in an
attempt to establish the autonomous institutional capacities of regions to organise
for economic development (Amin and Thrift, 1992, 1995; Scott, 1998; Storper,
1997; Phelps and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000).

The emergence of the sub-national level has occurred partly by changes
outside the UK, including the ‘hollowing out’ of the nation-state (Ohmae, 1996),
globalisation (Brenner, 1999), and changes in governance (Stoker, 1990), and to
developments within the European Union. Policies towards creating a ‘Europe of
the Regions’ (Jonas and Ward, 1999), together with proposals on spatial planning
and the EU Structural Funds (Batchler and Turok, 1997) and inter-territorial co-
operation at the regional level through the INTERREG IIC initiative and the Euro-
pean Spatial Development Perspective (European Commission, 1991, 1994,
1999), have all indirectly promoted the regional level. Within the UK, the push for
regional governance had emanated from a variety of financial, political, institutional,
spatial and governmental factors (see Baker (1998) and Tewdwr-Jones and
McNeill (2000) for overviews).

The growing literature on the restructuring of global economies and their
impact on the local level points to the importance of institutions and networks and
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an emphasis on social and institutional factors in regional growth and success
(Amin and Thrift, 1995; Cooke and Morgan, 1998; Di Maggio, 1993; MacLeod,
1997). Such networks of institutions can be characterised by high levels of contact,
co-operation, information exchange and sharply defined structures of coalition and
collective representation (Powell and Di Maggio, 1991) to produce institutional
‘thickness’ or ‘capacity’. The success of a particular region, therefore, is not only
dependent on the existence of advantageous physical assets or resources but ‘also
through the emergence of socially and institutionally mediated forms of selective co-
operation between actors’ (Raco, 1999: 991). However, as Amin and Thrift point
out, ‘It should be remembered that institutional thickness is not always a boon. It can
produce resistance to change as well as an innovative outlook’ (1995: 103).

This outlook obviously depends on the individual characteristics of the region.
Di Maggio (1993) classifies networks as either structural (spatially concentrated
and resistant to change), strategic (less spatially concentrated and more open to
change) or cognitive-aesthetic (not spatially concentrated and fluid). Regions, as
understood here, are likely to fall into the first two of these categories as there is
undoubtedly an element of spatial concentration by definition, although this does
not exclude other forms of institutional networks simultaneously existing. Con-
sequently, it cannot be guaranteed that existing networks will automatically
embrace new forms of regional packages despite their general welcome. Of critical
importance in the success of new regional planning and governance mechanisms
in integrating with existing regional institutions and networks will be the attitude
and dispositions of those currently involved in regional planning, economic devel-
opment and governance.

The future scale of governance and the spatial policy dimension of the state
on the one hand (Jones and MacLeod, 1999; MacLeod and Goodwin, 1999), and
institutional compatibility and co-ordination on the other (Baker et al., 1999;
Roberts and Lloyd, 1999; Murdoch and Tewdwr-Jones, 1999), remain potential
problems for theorists. Against the backdrop of fragmented local public and private
bodies are issues such as the centralisation of power, the confusion caused by
‘institutional congestion’ of ad hoc bottom-up arrangements currently in place, and
the lack of direct accountability. Such caution may be wise, since the evolving
forms of governance have released ‘a real tide of imagination and optimism . . . to
plan the development path of this small nation’ (Hague, 1990: 296).

Although the new shift in institutional relations and policy processes has
therefore been welcomed by a range of regional actors, there is nevertheless a
possibility that the new arrangements for economic and land use regional planning
specifically and regional governance generally are embraced as a relative rather
than absolute advance. Furthermore, there remains heated debate as to whether
the creation of new regional institutions alone are able to generate successful eco-
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nomic strategies for the English regions similar to the regional ‘success stories’ in
other parts of the European Union (cf. Cooke and Morgan, 1993; Hudson et al.,
1997; Lovering, 1999) without a deeper consideration of and sensitivity to ‘path-
dependent regional economic and political geographies’ (Jones and MacLeod,
1999). More fundamentally, questions emerge on the scale of this new regional
level of governance and its relationship to the existing national and local levels of
governance, including whether the regional level is the most appropriate spatial
scale to ‘solve’ wider policy concerns in the country (Jones, 1999).

The ongoing changes to regional planning and governance, meanwhile, have
been examined from a number of different perspectives. Of critical importance to
the success of evolving forms of land use and economic planning and governance
is the attitude and co-operation of existing institutional agencies networks and
policy partnerships that evolved during the 1980s and 1990s. As institutional and
network theories demonstrate, there are important and powerful existing interests
who have the ability to facilitate or thwart the new regional policy initiatives.

Conclusions

The relation between the above discussion, derived almost entirely from analysis of
planning theories, theories of political science, administrative law and social welfare,
and political geography, can all be applied equally and differently to an analysis of
the British planning polity process. Central government’s statutory laws conferred
on local authorities require the statutory planning process to be operated in a
particular way. While many of these duties are regulatory, there are a number of
duties where local authorities possess the discretionary ability to interpret statute.

This is especially true for policy and regulatory functions foisted upon local
government by new legislative and policy expectations, and these two elements are
the principal two aspects of statutory planning that comprise the bulk of local
authorities’ planning work. The absence of regulatory frameworks in certain local
areas was permitted because parliament had made the preparation of policies a
discretionary function of local government. The situation since 1991 has been
amended as a consequence of New Right policies and a determination for local
government to become more answerable to central government. Local authorities
have been required to develop policies to meet the agendas of higher tiers of
government; some of this has been dictated by law and central policies, other func-
tions have developed through independent discretion. In the period over the last
ten years, how has central government utilised its national policy consistency and
co-ordination remit over new legislative and policy mechanisms of other levels of
government? This is the theme of Chapters 3 and 4.
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CHAPTER 3

THE POLITICS OF PLANNING POLICY: the Major era

Introduction

John Major was elected Leader of the Conservative Party and became Prime Minis-
ter in November 1990 immediately upon the resignation of Margaret Thatcher. The
Conservatives had said to the first woman prime minister in the UK, ‘enough is
enough’. Thatcher had been Tory leader for 15 years and Prime Minister for the
previous 11 years. As she was driven away in the official car from 10 Downing
Street on that cold autumnal morning with tears in her eyes, there was widespread
admission in politics, in the media and in society that Britain was now a different
place compared to 1979, thanks to her ideologies, her policies, and her style of
leadership. To some, she was a figure of hatred; to others, she was the saviour of
the British economy. The legacy she provided to her successor was a totally
changed economic and social order, a completely overhauled central government
and local government, and an upturned town and country planning system.

This chapter will not repeat the contents and analyses of the authoritative
works on Thatcherism and urban planning that already exist (see, for example,
Thornley, 1991; Brindley et al., 1989; Allmendinger, 1997; Allmendinger and
Thomas, 1998). Neither will it review the impacts of Thatcherism or the Thatcher
governments on the planning polity and the planning system in a detailed way; this
has been covered partly in Chapter 1 and more comprehensively by Thornley
(1991). Rather, it will discuss the ideological underpinnings of Thatcherism in
order to identify whether elements of this ideology continued to be utilised in
government after her resignation. This is necessary because one of the purposes
of this book is to assess whether rule of law (one of the ideological tenets of
Thatcherism) continued under the government of her successor, John Major, in the
1990s, and – if it did – whether this created a legacy for the incoming Labour
government of Tony Blair after 1997 that has been difficult to shake off.

Assessment of rule-of-law ideology is a fundamental issue since this assists
in our wider analysis of central government and local government relations and the
impact the ideology has had on the planning polity for directions of the town and
country planning system since 1990. It may also be useful in explaining whether
local, regional and sub-national policy agendas have been formulated successfully
in the face of central government employment of a national consistency and co-
ordination remit within planning.



The chapter is structured to reflect this assessment. Following a brief intro-
duction to libertarian theory and New Right ideology, that formed the bedrock of
Thatcherite philosophy towards the state and market, the chapter will consider the
political legacy provided to the Major government after 1990 and how this mani-
fested itself under a different leader and different administration, particularly
towards town and country planning.

Libertarian Theory and the New Right

Libertarian theory, also described as ‘New Right’ ideology, has been advocated in
the planning literature by, among others, Sorenson and Day (1981), Sorenson
(1982), and more recently Pennington (2000, 2002). They propose a normative
structure for planning in the tradition of free markets, a rule of law, and a scepti-
cism towards state intervention. Various commentators and academics proposed
elements of a libertarian theory for land development before this, including Hayek
(1960), Pennance (1967), Siegan (1972), and Walters (1974), and Thornley
(1991) provides a comprehensive account of land and property interests within the
context of this liberal literature. The origin of libertarian theory as a planning
concern emerged from widespread dissatisfaction with three existing theories,
according to Sorenson (1982). First, the failure of ‘left critical theory’ that, inspired
by Marxist thought, viewed planning and planning systems solely in terms of facili-
tating existing class structures and therefore failed to provide a signpost for the
future and advocate alternative planning mechanisms. Second, the ‘frustrated ide-
alism’ of social reformers (such as Robert Owen, Titus Salt and Ebenezer Howard)
who viewed planning as a set of ideas and utopias and urban problems as ways to
generate social reform but who became disappointed as the scale of urban prob-
lems escalated and social justice was not able to outpace market development.
Third, and finally, the inadequacy of normative or prescriptive theory which has
sought for 50 years to provide a body of theory that best justifies and guides plan-
ning intervention and which was the subject of discussion in Chapter 2. Planning
professionalism has failed to provide sustaining theories, and those which have
emerged have been largely weak.

To counter these theoretical failures, Sorenson advocates a new way of theo-
rising planning in the marketplace based on Whig-Liberal tendencies of a laissez-
faire version of capitalism: market order, rule of law, property rights and defence of
personal liberty. Land use planning is viewed by Sorenson as the product of an
economic rationale to achieve net benefits without compromising a liberal market
order. Examples of this rationale include planning control and zoning, mediation in
land use conflicts, and the preservation of scarce resources. By understanding
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these planning activities within an examination of the ways in which the market
operates, urban problems might be less compounded, planners would be able to
recognise their own role within it and assist in improving conditions. As Sorenson
states,

Reduced consumer choice of alternative living styles, ossified land-use patterns,

stifled commercial competition, dull uniformity in design, increased urban blight,

higher housing costs, negative redistribution of wealth from poor to rich can all

be traced back to a failure to comprehend operation of the dominant market

order.

(Sorenson, 1982: 185)

Efficient and economic urban planning is viewed as utopic, but it is desirable to
give effect to personal development aims. The only legitimate way this can be
achieved in a democratic society, according to Sorenson, is through the private
sector. If planning was redrawn as a partnership with the private sector in urban
development and regeneration, planning could ‘come of age and leave behind its
fuzzy idealism’ (1982: 185). In a paper the following year, Sorenson (1983)
attempts to move the debate towards a market theory of planning while acknowl-
edging the imperfections of a total reliance on the market. He admits that the
market would not perfectly allocate resources and that many failures by the market
require public planning intervention. But to have no input from the market would
require government control and direction, and since public administration is ‘impov-
erished’ compared to market mechanisms, this would not permit entrepreneurial
flair. Although he does not advocate a definitive set of planning procedures, he
does suggest a list of ‘principles’ or checklist for a libertarian approach to land use
intervention:

• to prefer the market for solutions to ameliorate problems;
• to plan only in those locations where the government has a good chance of

solving problems in a cost-effective way;
• to apply rule of law: ‘Planning laws and regulations should be known publicly,

be applied consistently and universally without any retrospectivity, and be
debated adequately prior to enactment’ (1983: 79);

• to promote diversity and innovation, through performance standards for
example;

• to encourage entrepreneurship in small businesses and to aid site assembly;
• to decentralise power to solve problems at the smallest spatial scale pos-

sible;
• to establish competing centres of advice for planners to take account of

market changes;
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• to avoid favouring one interest over another in conflicts;
• to compensate property interests for any adverse planning affects;
• to facilitate access to legal recourse;
• to value individual rights and freedoms as the ‘linchpins’ of liberalism.

These principles are noteworthy, with hindsight, for it is possible to identify ele-
ments of these as justifications for many of the planning changes and policies
introduced in Britain by the Conservative governments after 1979. Sir Keith
Joseph, a close supporter of Margaret Thatcher and a right-wing ally, had also
been influenced by libertarianism in A Bibliography of Freedom (Centre for Policy
Studies, 1980), which identifies a list of books on New Right thinking drawn
principally from the United States and, in the context of planning, which highlight
the failures of public-sector-driven urban development and the virtues of decen-
tralised, private sector market solutions to urban policy. Works by Jacobs (1965,
1970) and Banfield (1974) feature prominently in the CPS paper; the former
argues for a partnership approach, recognising the benefits and disadvantages of
both public and market-led solutions to urban ills, while the latter argues against
government intervention in the market. Other commentators highlighted include
Siegan (1972) and Walters (1974), and their experiences of American city prob-
lems. Siegan, in particular, advocated the removal of zoning classifications in
American cities to permit the real estate market ‘greater opportunity to satisfy the
needs and desires of its consumers’ (1972: 247). British thinkers also con-
tributed to the emergence of New Right ideology, including the work of Banham
et al.’s (1969) ‘non-plan’ experiment (removing planning regulation and allowing
the market to develop in much the same way as development in American cities),
and Denman (1980), who associated planning with the post-war requirement for
physical reconstruction and, as such, was no longer required since it had served
its usefulness. All commentators are linked by their advocating of the input of
market forces to land and property development, and for planners to recognise
and integrate this role.

Throughout the 1970s, according to Thornley (1991), in both Britain and the
United States, a critical debate was developing that questioned the role and value
of planning and where alternatives to planning were being trumpeted. The pro-
posals gained political support in the Conservative Party in Britain and, when the
Thatcher government was first elected in 1979, provided the political platform
upon which to test out many of these principles. The ideological foundation is of
importance for this stance, since it formed the political rationale for the general
approach of the Conservative governments in the 1980s. As a consequence it pro-
vides the macro-political framework within which change to the planning system,
and to planning policy formulation in particular, occurred. This framework has to be
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subject to in-depth scrutiny before undertaking micro-political and practical plan-
ning research since one directly impacts on, determines and shapes the other.

The next section goes on to highlight the Thatcher governments approach to
planning in the 1980s by utilising some of the theoretical arguments previously dis-
cussed to identify the legacy that the Thatcher government provided for the incom-
ing Major government in 1990. This is necessary in order to discuss the
components of Thatcherism towards planning and how planning policy was
changed to reflect a New Right ideology in favour of the market. A key question in
this debate is whether the Conservative governments after 1990 under the pre-
miership of John Major continued this ideological approach or developed an altern-
ative, ‘toned down’ or ‘post-Thatcherite’ policy towards planning.

The Thatcherite Legacy

A number of authors over the years have questioned the consistency of Thatch-
erism (Riddell, 1983; Hirst, 1989; Bulpitt, 1986), but there exists a widespread
belief that Margaret Thatcher possessed a coherent set of political ideas or ideo-
logies that guided both her behaviour and her approach towards government.
These ideas centred around the economy and government: how government itself
should be organised and the style and content of government’s policy towards the
economy (Thornley, 1993). Various labels have been provided to describe this
approach: social market economy and authoritarian popularism (Gamble, 1984),
free economy strong state (Gamble, 1988), economic liberalism and authoritarian-
ism (Edgar, 1983), neo-liberalism and combative Toryism (Norton and Aughey,
1981), and liberalism and Conservatism (King, 1987). Despite the existence of
these various labels, all the authors acknowledge the move apparent in Britain after
Thatcher’s election in 1979 towards a freer, more competitive, open economy and
a more repressive, authoritarian state (Gamble, 1984), representing clear signs of
New Right thinking. Studies indicate that this ideological commitment was trans-
lated into government policy (Kavanagh and Seldon, 1989; Marsh and Rhodes,
1992; Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 1997b). The government’s economic
policy, for example, reflected a liberal strand and was based on monetarist prin-
ciples designed to reduce inflation, and the subsequent switch to privatisation that
aimed to reduce the public sector and deregulate the market (Jackson, 1992;
Johnson, 1991). The introduction of trade union legislation, for example, was a
combination of liberalism and authoritarianism in an attempt to reduce their influ-
ence on the operation of the market and regain control and reassert the govern-
ment’s authority following the ‘too cosy’ approach taken by the previous Labour
government in the 1970s (Marsh, 1991).
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Debates over the coherence and influence of Thatcherism as an ideology
have also occurred within debates assessing changes to the British town and
country planning system. Thornley (1991), for example, identifies three distinct
views: continuity, consolidation and free-market. The continuity view considered
that much of the ideological rhetoric would be lost or abandoned when the govern-
ment recognised the problems of policy implementation (Healey, 1983). The con-
solidation view accepted the reforms of the Thatcher governments but considered
these to be a mere continuation of past trends (Griffiths, 1986; Lawless, 1983;
Reade, 1987). The free-market view suggested that the Thatcher years amounted
to fundamental change in the state and in politics, introducing a greater reliance
upon the market, the centralisation of control and the minimising of local discretion
(Ambrose, 1986; McAuslan, 1981; Thornley, 1991). This latter view is probably the
more representative (Thomas, 1994).

During the reforms to policy in the 1980s, planning was viewed as vulner-
able. Claims that the Thatcher governments were causing the ‘death of planning’
(e.g., Brindley et al., 1989; Imrie and Thomas, 1993) were largely disproved;
rather, attempts were made to explain why the government did not achieve as
much as was envisaged (Kavanagh and Seldon, 1989; Cloke, 1992; Marsh and
Rhodes, 1992). These studies do point to implementation difficulties rather than a
lack of consistency of ideology or policy. In pursuing a centralised and enforcing
agenda the government chose to ignore, or else failed to recognise, the local con-
ditions considered necessary for effective policy implementation (Marsh and
Rhodes, 1992). Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones (1997b) identify the lack of clear
and consistent policy objectives such as privatisation (Marsh, 1991); unintended
consequences of certain policy initiatives such as increasing public expenditure
through unemployment benefit by trying to reduce inflation (Savage and Robbins,
1991); and the role of external factors such as the European Union and social and
economic restructuring (Bradshaw, 1992). All these combined to mean less was
achieved than intended, and the planning system was not immune from this.

Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones (1997b) identify the philosophical origins of
the Thatcherite approach to urban planning and trace these back to a number of
sources stemming from the key concepts of liberalism and authoritarianism, the
need to deregulate the market, and the centralisation of decision-making (Thornley,
1991). In practice and in policy implementation this meant an approach based on
three broad principles: rule of law, centralisation and market orientation.

The Thatcher governments identified rule of law as a way of minimising local
discretion, centralising control and providing the market with greater certainty. The
limitation of local discretion was a central factor in calls by Jones (1982), the
British Property Federation (1986) and the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors
(1986), to replace or at least water-down the then town and country planning
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process in order to aid business interests. The changes enacted within the rule-of-
law tenet during the 1980s did not rely on the courts, or were judicially based.
Rather, rule of law involved the removal of local administrative discretion and its
replacement with central diktat. Local planning considerations and local authorities’
planning policies were downgraded in status, as were local authorities’ powers in
utilising local policies to guide and refuse inappropriate applications for planning
permission. Associated with the use of greater central control, greater emphasis
was placed by ministers on speedy decision-making within planning, thereby com-
modifying the system, making it more efficient and accountable (Thompson, 1987;
Tewdwr-Jones and Harris, 1998).

The scope and use of the planning system was rolled back to allow enter-
prise and business to flourish, by removing the burden of planning conditions on
approved permissions and withdrawing certain types and scale of development
under the Use Classes Order and the General Development Orders (UCO and
GDO) requiring planning permission. It was not only a case of bypassing local
planning administration; elsewhere local planning discretion and control was
removed altogether, through the introduction of simplified planning systems in
Enterprise Zones (Hedley, 1984), Urban Development Corporations (UDCs)
(Anderson, 1990), and Simplified Planning Zones (Allmendinger, 1997), and this
allowed a more flexible planning system to operate pragmatically according to
changing conditions.

Related to rule of law was the issue of centralisation. The Thatcher govern-
ments considered that too much policy was available to the discretion of local
authorities who may be unsympathetic to central government objectives. Although
there was no shortage of suggestions from the right wing of politics for central
government to control all planning matters itself (see Adam Smith Institute (1983),
for example), this was not introduced nationally other than indirectly within the
government’s parachuted-in initiatives of Enterprise Zones, Urban Development
Corporations and Simplified Planning Zones. The planning system was neverthe-
less reorientated towards the centre in the 1980s through greater use of centrali-
sation policies. Amendments to the GDO and UCO increased central control at
the expense of local powers, while UDCs and other simplified planning regimes
were centrally designed and implemented initiatives, operating beyond local
authority discretion and accountable directly to central government ministers.

The third tenet of the Thatcher government’s approach was market orienta-
tion. Simplified planning procedures for development control purposes were intro-
duced locally through the release of detailed central government circulars,
including Circular 22/80 and Circular 14/85 (Tewdwr-Jones, 1996a). These were
complemented in 1986 by a Green Paper titled The Future of Development Plans
(Department of the Environment/Welsh Office, 1986) aiming to limit the number
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and role of local development plan policies. Local planning professionals were con-
stantly reminded from central government ministerial speeches, within national
policy circulars and the later Planning Policy Guidance Notes (PPGs), that they
were a ‘burden on business’ (DTI, 1985). Thornley (1991: 143) sums up the
overall effect of these changes when he states that the intention of central govern-
ment was: ‘to retain the bones of the planning system but give it new shape. This
purpose is one which has its primary aim in aiding the market.’

The 1988–9 period was also notable for most of the major political parties
embracing ‘green politics’ (McCormick, 1991; Bomberg, 1996). Environmental
issues were suddenly viewed by politicians as an ideal means through which
popular support could be accumulated. Perhaps more cynically, it was the result of
the European Parliamentary elections at this time that had caused a new way of
thinking; the significant increase in the Green Party share of the vote was a com-
plete surprise but also sent warning shots across the bows of the Thatcher govern-
ments. Partly in response to these voting patterns, but also in recognition of the
need for political action on environmental issues, the Thatcher government and the
Prime Minister herself was moved to ‘act’ on the environment. Greater political
interest in global warming, the depletion of the ozone layer and pollution in urban
areas necessitated regulative action on the part of the state in order to intervene in
the market’s absence. Although many welcomed this renewed enthusiasm, there
seemed to be a clear dichotomy between an environmental agenda identified by
Thatcher (global warming, international commitments from developed countries,
and pollution) and an environmental agenda that could be linked to and provide a
renaissance to the planning process (direct state involvement). Thatcher appointed
Richard Branson, head of the Virgin Group, to a taskforce to deal with environ-
mental matters, dubbed in the press as her ‘Minister for Litter’. At a bizarre press
call on Parliament Green, Thatcher and Branson picked up the litter from the grass
that officials had strewn there deliberately just five minutes beforehand for the
benefit of television news cameras and the media.

The Environmental Protection Act 1990 set the seal on a move towards state
concern for green issues, and indirectly had the effect of bolstering the functions of
local authorities as guardians of the environment. However, a significant proportion
of the legislation had emanated from the European Commission and had to be
transposed into domestic legislation (Tewdwr-Jones and Williams, 2001), a fact
that Thatcher and her government were none too keen to admit too.

By November 1990 and the time of her highly public and politically enforced
departure from office, Margaret Thatcher had overseen a massive restructuring of
the state generally and of the British planning process. With primacy now given to
the market and increased centralised control over state functions, the planning
polity had been regeared. Even the mellowing reforms of the late 1980s towards

Planning policy: the Major era 47



enhancing local authority planning policies once again and concern over environ-
mental issues had not fundamentally altered the ideological principles upon which
Thatcherism was founded. If anything, as Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones point
out:

The changes after 1988 in the final two years of Thatcher’s premiership had not

caused a thawing out of ideological conviction; they had merely been

modifications to a continuing political campaign of reorientating the state. In the

eyes of the Prime Minister herself, the work was not complete.

(Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 1997b; 104)

A Major Change? Ideology and Policy after 1990

Margaret Thatcher’s resignation from office as British Prime Minister in November
1990 marked the end of an era. I recall my reactions vividly upon hearing the news.
I was working in local government at the time and, as news of her resignation
spread around the office, we sat in silence; when someone finally made a remark, it
was a simple statement of disbelief: ‘She’s gone? . . .’ For a leader that had
promised to ‘go on, and on, and on’, she had not been receptive to the prospect of
leaving office at all, especially at the thought of her witnessing the premiership
being handed over to Michael Heseltine, her arch-enemy, who had challenged her
for leadership of the Conservative Party. In the end, it was not Heseltine who took
the leadership of the Party but John Major, her Chancellor of the Exchequer, who
had been endorsed by Thatcher during his leadership election campaign. A more
different, and possibly unlikely, leader is difficult to imagine. A self-made man and
stockbroker from Brixton in South London, the son of a circus performer, Major had
entered Parliament and central government from local politics, and contrasted
markedly with his predecessor in style of leadership (Major, 1999). Generally
regarded as ‘quiet’, ‘decent’, ‘nice’ and ‘hard-working’ within his party, he was soon
portrayed in the media and in popular forms of entertainment as rather grey, pos-
sessing a Britain-as-a-small-world outlook (he was famously presented as wearing
underpants on the outside of his trousers in Steve Bell’s cartoon depictions of him
in the Guardian, in contrast to the portrayal of Mrs Thatcher wearing a man’s pin-
stripe suit). As Thatcher’s anointed successor, Major was quick to realise – in the
words of the lady herself – that there would be ‘no turning back’ from her policies:
Thatcherism must live on (Seldon, 1997).

The 1979–90 governments had broken with the post-war social democratic
consensus and fundamentally altered the role of government for the better
(Thatcher, 1992). This alteration had significant impacts on town and country
planning and government in Britain but, after 1990, commentators sought to
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assess whether the Thatcherite ideology would continue under the leadership of
her successor. What would happen to political ideology, and in what direction
would planning head after the reforms of the Thatcher years? Opinion was mixed
between the experts: some thought that the Thatcher ideology was relaxed (for
example, Willets, 1992; Thornley, 1993), while others saw little difference (Rydin,
1993). Within town and country planning, there appeared to be less of a central-
isaton agenda and, following the creation of the plan-led planning system from
1989 onwards, more emphasis towards allowing local discretion. That prompted
other commentators, meanwhile, to look in detail at some of the changes to and
within the planning system and identify a hidden agenda in what appeared to be
pro-planning changes. They argue that the effect of these positive planning
changes has been to allow central government to dictate local policy through the
explosion in centrally formulated policy guidance (MacGregor and Ross, 1995;
Tewdwr-Jones, 1994a, 1994b), but the implications of this are far from clear.
What can be said is that there has been very little agreement on the direction of
‘post-Thatcherite’ changes to planning and even less understanding of the longer-
term implications.

The whole event of Margaret Thatcher’s resignation and John Major’s election
as Conservative Party leader and Prime Minister had been swift. The political party
had demanded change, but there was no indication of exactly what sort of changes
in ideology, policy or style of leadership the party or country could expect from
Thatcher’s successor. Identifying a clear expression of John Major’s ideological
beliefs or political agenda was quite difficult, both at the end of his premiership and
even at the outset (Kavanagh, 1994). Major’s first words on opening his first
Cabinet meeting as premier, ‘Well, who would have thought it?!’ (quoted in
McIntyre, 1995), illustrates a man perhaps a little unprepared for the task before
him. Although he had contributed to the Thatcher years in a number of senior
Cabinet positions, including serving as Chancellor and Foreign Secretary, once he
was elected as Party Leader he seems to have been continuously dogged by the
need to find a ‘big idea’ (Hogg and Hill, 1995). This may have been related to the
fact of attempting to make his mark following in the footsteps of his political heavy-
weight predecessor, and not wanting to be seen as her ‘stooge’. He possessed a
very different style of leadership to Thatcher (Riddell, 1994), but in relation to
policy the differences were not so obvious. Kenneth Clarke, Major’s Chancellor
after 1993, famously endorsed his party leadership campaign in 1990 by com-
menting that he was ‘Mrs Thatcher with a human face’. This hint at continuity was
encouraged by the endorsement of Major’s election candidature by the lady
herself, and her insistence that not only would Thatcherism live on but that she
‘would have her hands on the steering wheel’. With that sort of burden on your
shoulder, it is little wonder that Major lacked the convictions to announce a ‘big
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idea’, a point he discusses in his autobiography (Major, 1999), although his initiat-
ing of the Northern Ireland peace process is significant.

Another reason why a distinctive Major ideology did not emerge is, according
to Norton (1990), due to the small and dwindling number of Thatcherites remaining
on the backbenches by the time of Thatcher’s replacement, while Crewe (1994)
points to support for Major in the leadership campaign from a number of Members
of Parliament simply because he was not Mrs Thatcher. Obviously, any prospective
party leader must try to appeal to a wide spectrum of support, but the Conservative
Party at the time clearly demanded a departure from the strident overtures of con-
viction politics long eschewed by Thatcher. Note, however, that the demand was
for a change of style and not necessarily a change in ideology, although some of
the Thatcher government policies in 1989–90 based on her ideological convic-
tions were causing concern among party activists (the most evident example of this
concern was in relation to party political and public perceptions of the community
charge or ‘poll tax’ that certainly played a contribution to Thatcher’s downfall).
Campbell (1994) has suggested that the change in leadership did herald the
promise of a different ideological approach and that the new government was
anxious to portray itself as an administration reuniting all wings of the Conservative
Party around a post-Thatcher consensus.

The confusion between Thatcherite style and Thatcherite ideology dogged
the Major governments (Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 1997b). There is little
doubt that some of the Thatcherite agenda continued, including proposals to priva-
tise the post office, the railways and the coal industry, a monetarist emphasis on
controlling inflation through the money supply, deregulation, and market testing in
Whitehall, all of which possessed identifiable Thatcherite stamps. But there was
also sniping from the right wing of the Conservative Party over tax rises and
Europe. Most tellingly, John Major emphasised an attachment to the European
Community while ‘True Thatcherites’ followed the ‘no such thing as Europe’ line,
leading Major to label the ‘Eurosceptics’ – as they became known – ‘Bastards’ in
an off-the-record briefing to the press. Four factors help to explain this confusion,
according to Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones (1997b), and the forces pulling both
away from the Thatcher legacy and back towards it:

• Conciliation rather than confrontation. Mrs Thatcher was able to utilise a
large parliamentary majority to enforce change, a mandate lacking by the
Major governments (Marsh and Rhodes, 1992).

• The loss of common enemies. When Mrs Thatcher was elected in 1979 she
quickly identified her targets for action (the trade unions, for example); John
Major’s problems and opponents were not as easily identifiable as Thatcher’s
had been ten years earlier (Kavanagh, 1994).



• From economic to social. Although Mrs Thatcher had said, famously, that
there was ‘no such thing as society’, social problems did rise up the political
agenda in the late 1980s and required very different responses to the eco-
nomic issues that the Thatcher governments had sought to tackle in the early
1980s.

• External pressure. The European Union and international money markets had
began to influence the direction of policy and constrain the scope for unilat-
eral action by the early 1990s (Kavanagh, 1994).

The Major governments did possess pressures, both pulling away from the
Thatcher legacy and pushing for continuation. In opinion polls commissioned by
national newspapers there was considerable support by the public for the govern-
ment to pay more attention to the neglected social aspects. At the same time,
there was no obvious inclination (aside from the replacement of the community
charge) to roll back the main planks of Thatcherism. On the contrary, there was
continued public support for most of the policies pursued during the 1980s, espe-
cially law and order, union restraint and privatisation (Kavanagh and Seldon, 1994).

All of the above factors clouded the ideological direction of government after
1990, mainly because it was far more difficult to identify major policy differences
between the two leading political parties than it had been in the 1980s. In terms of
policy Kavanagh and Seldon (1994) conclude that, on the whole, there was a con-
tinuation of Thatcherism under John Major, although with the important caveat of
the way he put his own stamp on policy approaches. Major insisted after his elec-
tion that there would be no such thing as ‘Majorism’; the prospect of a distinctive
ideological approach to government and policy agendas was, therefore, immedi-
ately dismissed. In its place, the period 1990 to 1997 witnessed a disparate col-
lection of themes that Major himself espoused towards government. He did
suggest in a speech in the June following his election that there lay a prospect of a
‘quiet revolution’ in government policy (The Times, 28 June 1991, quoted in Camp-
bell, 1994: 795), a particularly distinctive phrase used by Edward Heath
(Thatcher’s predecessor as Conservative Party leader) in 1970. But this did not
materialise itself into any grand ideological goal or policy direction, with Major
himself recognising that his position had rested on Thatcher both for his election
and during his term of office; divorcing himself from that legacy was therefore
going to be extremely problematic (Major, 1999). The ‘vision thing’, the concept
Major sought in placing a distinctive stamp on his administration, appeared to be
absent. Calls by the premier at party political conferences for ‘a classless society’
and for ‘a nation at ease with itself’ seemed to stray from Thatcherite ideology
since they display a primary concern for social welfare and community above a
primacy for the market. But, for one reason or another, neither phrase produced
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any distinctive policy approaches divergent to Thatcherism. The Conservative
slogans coined by Major, ‘Back to Basics’ and ‘The Feelgood Factor’, attracted
criticism and were ridiculed in the media.

Conclusions

This chapter has shown that the libertarian or New Right ideology developed in the
1980s was continuing as a government ideology in the 1990s, albeit in a different
way. It is possible to identify significant differences between Margaret Thatcher
and John Major in their styles of leadership. What is the case is that the ideological
direction provided by Thatcherism was too strong for Major to either resist it
influencing government policy or else he was unable to resist the momentum within
his own party for the Thatcherite success, and (by implication) ideology, to con-
tinue. The differences between Thatcher and Major towards policy and government
can essentially be brought down to a complex number of factors that build on
Thatcher’s style and ideology. These include personality factors; structural, eco-
nomic and social changes; pan-European pressure; ministerial accountability and
electoral (un)popularity. What we witnessed after Margaret Thatcher’s departure
as Prime Minister was a shift towards centrally dictated policy concerns but the
retention of market forces.

The term ‘New Right’ could be used to signal an attitude or frame of mind.
But the actual approach of the two New Right prime ministers between 1979 and
1997 differ and these differences are important. It is all too easy to group Thatcher
and Major together and label them under a banner that implies market primacy over
state provision. Sensitive analysis of style and ideology of the two administrations
indicate not so much an anti-government or public sector ethos, but rather a subtle
reorientation of policy-making and government. The subtlety and dynamics of the
market/state relationship require a research agenda that recognises the different
ideological approaches that inform policy development. John Major may have
lacked the ‘vision thing’ that so characterised his predecessor’s term of office, but
his government did introduce a redefined Thatcherite style of ideology that
attempted a more balanced approach to government and policy-making. The
impact that these changes had on the planning polity, and on the town and country
planning system in particular, is discussed in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 4

THE POLITICS OF PLANNING POLICY: the Blair era

Introduction

‘New Labour’s’ election to the UK government in May 1997 promised the start of a
new era in politics. A promise to modernise the institutions of Britain, associated
with the objective of fostering social justice and community inclusion with concern
for the market, has created a new approach to government. Tony Blair, the Prime
Minister, was viewed as the embodiment of vision and change, as the government
started to amend 18 years of Conservative policies structurally, constitutionally,
and sectorally. From the outset, given the widespread reforms to the Labour Party
itself, it was uncertain about how and the extent to which New Labour would be
different to its Conservative predecessor.

As far as attitudes towards the British planning system were concerned, New
Labour attitudes were remarkably silent on the prospect of reform. For a process that,
procedurally, had changed very little in format and style since its statutory inception in
the 1940s one would have thought that this institutional process was an obvious
candidate for Blairite ‘modernisation’. But New Labour possessed very few ideas to
amend planning while in political opposition between 1979 and 1997. Initial changes
to planning appeared either to be piecemeal or else focus on the regional agenda,
and it has only been in the Blair government’s second term of office that more
deep-rooted changes have been earmarked. These impacts on planning suggest
continuation rather than radical overhaul, but this is a topical subject.

This chapter assesses the legacy for New Labour in the fields of planning
and environmental policy left by the outgoing New Right Major government, and
additionally attempts to identify the political ideological ethos and history of policy
development behind changes to planning occurring after 1997. It outlines the
major policy amendments announced to date and offers a perspective on the
development of the planning polity under a New Labour administration since 1997.

An Overview of New Labour

The scale of the Labour Party’s parliamentary victory in the British General Election
on 1 May 1997, and what appeared to be the widespread sense of relief amongst
the general public that accompanied it, brought an end to the increasingly sham-
bolic government of John Major. The collapse of the financial markets in 1992,



growing Euroscepticism within the Conservative Party, a weak parliamentary major-
ity and leadership, sleaze, and political in-fighting, had contributed to the party’s
unpopularity. The contrast with the reborn, confident, well-organised, and media-
aware Labour Party machinery could not have been greater. Despite varied views
within Labour on both the left and right wings of the party, the country put its confi-
dence in a political party that appeared united under the leadership of Tony Blair
with the offer of a fresh start of new ideas, policies and confidence. Within days of
taking office, New Labour announced that the Bank of England would be made
independent, there would be a ban on landmines, and council house receipts
would be released. Within a few months of election, referenda on devolution for
Scotland and Wales were held, a windfall tax from the recently privatised utility
companies was included in the Chancellor’s Budget, there was a promise to
reform the House of Lords, and ‘hit squads’ for failing schools were established.
Within a year, legislation was introduced to provide a minimum wage and an
independent foods standards agency, a national childcare strategy, and a Freedom
of Information Act. We were, in the new Prime Minister’s words, to work towards ‘a
new and confident land of opportunity in a new and changing world’ (Blair, 1996:
34).

The pace and extent of change within that initial year in office for Labour
seemed to underline the end of an era (Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000a).
For 18 years Britain had witnessed four governments of the New Right, combining
economic liberalism and social authoritarianism. The New Right in British politics
did possess some common ground on political and ideological objectives. Gamble
(1988) sums up these ends as involving a freer, more competitive, open economy
and a more repressive, authoritarian state. What had changed significantly over
that period were the means to achieve those objectives.

Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones (2000a) identify three main reasons for this
change. First, the different styles of the New Right leaders (Thatcher and Major)
had naturally placed different emphases on different policy objectives. Second,
given the long period in office, many of the problems that had been identified in the
early 1980s had been tackled in earlier New Right administrations (for example, the
power of the trade unions and state ownership of industry). Finally, we can also
witness policy tensions within the New Right itself. The unique combination of
liberal and authoritarian tenets proved both a strength in uniting the disparate
wings of the Conservative Party and a weakness in formulating detailed policy pre-
scriptions. In the latter 1980s, for example, this was illustrated by tensions
between market-orientated policies and the need to account for an increasingly
environmentally aware electorate. More fundamentally, there were tensions
between the party in government and its traditional rural support over the role of
planning and development, and these tensions had important implications for the
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shape and trajectory of town and country planning policy after 1990. These ten-
sions led to shifts in policy that redefined the role of the planning system as being
a tool of rural preservation masquerading in discourses on sustainability and
environmental protection.

As Chapters 1 and 2 indicated, New Labour had inherited a planning system
very different from that existing in 1979. But the Labour Party itself had undergone
something of a radical overhaul over the same period. Among the many changes in
direction witnessed in the 1990s under three Labour leaders – Neil Kinnock, John
Smith and Tony Blair – to make the party more appealing to the electorate, Labour
had abandoned the concept of national ownership in Clause IV of its constitution,
scrapped Keynesian demand management and embraced (the more New Right
ethos of) monetarism, and reversed its hostility towards the European Community
(unlike the Conservative Party, that had torn itself apart over the issue). But, like the
Conservatives, New Labour also possessed inherent tensions in some policy areas.
Robin Cook, Labour’s Foreign Secretary between 1997 and 2001, had illustrated
one of these tensions (a primacy of economic growth over environmental protection)
after the 1983 General Election, remarking ‘Labour’s record on ecological issues is
wretched’ (quoted in Anderson and Mann, 1997: 168). Labour was seen tradition-
ally as the party of production and anything that might threaten this was viewed with
suspicion. Trade union interference and other interests in the 1980s blunted
environmental concerns within the party. In order to gain re-election, Labour had to
change and it could no longer afford to be simply the party of production. It had to
appeal to ‘Middle England’, variously described in the popular media and by Labour
Party media personnel as the ‘average man in the street’, ‘Joe Public’, ‘Mondeo Man’
and ‘Sierra Man’, and this was the same constituency that had been so influential in
directing planning policy under John Major in the early 1990s. As a result, with New
Labour balancing its own inherent tensions and those it inherited from others, three
questions were posed by Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones (2000a) in their early
review of the trajectory of planning issues after 1997:

• What would be the direction and influence of New Labour upon the environ-
ment and planning?

• How would the approach differ from the trajectory of planning under the
Major governments?

• What lessons could be learned for planning from the experience of how it
was treated by the New Right governments of the 1980s and 1990s?

In assessing these questions, Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones (2000a) examined
the development of Labour Party policy towards the environment and planning
during the 1980s and 1990s. They then assessed a number of policies, decisions
and consequences that emerged during Labour’s first term in office between 1997
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and 2001, their indications and implications. This discussion is repeated here, but
with a new section explaining the development of policy after 2001.

New Labour, the Socialist Tradition and the ‘Third
Way’

By the time of its election in 1997, New Labour had transformed itself from an ‘Old
Labour’ party into ‘New Labour’, a party that now believed in a ‘third way’ between
market-led policies and state governance, intending to break away from estab-
lished debates and dualisms (Tiesdell and Allmendinger, 2001). Old Labour had
been viewed as politically unelectable but, more fundamentally, also overly con-
cerned with the distribution of wealth, too preoccupied with rights, and too static in
policy development. The ‘third way’, by contrast, required new policies and political
approaches that recognised the impact of globalisation and other changes to
contemporary social and economic circumstances on governance, and a concern
with responsibilities, strong communities, and economic prudence (Driver and
Martell, 1998, 2000). As Blair has remarked: ‘just as economic and social change
were critical to sweeping the Right to power, so they were critical of its undoing.
The challenge for the Third Way is to engage fully with the implications of that
change’ (Blair, 1996: 6–7).

Driver and Martell (2000) suggest that for New Labour this involves:

• promoting wealth creation and social justice;
• promoting the market and community;
• embracing private enterprise, but not in favour of the market necessarily;
• endorsing a role for the state but not a reliance on governments as direct

service providers; and
• concentrating on community rather than individuals in society (highlighted in

Tiesdell and Allmendinger, 2001).

The third way necessitates a pluralistic way of looking at emerging social and
political orientations beyond mere ‘left’ and ‘right’ of politics before the latter
1990s (Blundell and Gosschalk, 1997; Giddens, 1998). The practical implications
of this approach has been criticised as both confusing and overly concerned with
style (see, for example, Jacques and Hall, 1997; Leadbetter, 1998) and lacking a
dominant ideological thought or ‘big thinker’ (Harris, 1998). Giddens (1998) has
been most closely associated with the articulation of New Labour’s third way (Ties-
dell and Allmendinger, 2001).

There has been some sniping from those within New Labour, particularly on
the left, who accuse the leadership of being ‘crypto Conservative’ (Jacques and
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Hall, 1997), and there remain widespread accusations concerning image or
soundbite politics, the role of ‘spin doctors’ and opinion polls/forums in policy
formulation (Rawnsley, 2000). Part of the reason for this is the difficulty in pinning
down the politics and approach of Tony Blair and New Labour in office (All-
mendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000a). The problem is that, academically and
practically, neither fit in to any convenient category of left or right; some have
classified New Labour as pure ‘pluralist politics’ (Marquand, 1996), others have
described it as traditional Christian socialism or ‘individualism’ (Perryman, 1996),
‘revisionism’ (Jones, 1997) or ‘indistinguishable from Conservatism’ (Jacques and
Hall, 1997). Tony Blair has attempted to define his approach describing it as
‘practical’, not theoretical (Blair, 1996: ix) and seeing his mission as returning
Labour to its traditional values (1996: xii). This suggests that New Labour do not
belong to any established school of thought and therefore trying to fit the party
into the old landscape of left and right is both pointless and fruitless. However,
this is not to say that we cannot identify distinctive philosophical and political
approaches of the government. Three overall themes, identified by Allmendinger
and Tewdwr-Jones (2000a), help identify New Labour: their attitude towards the
state, society/individuals, and the market.

THE STATE

Blair’s state has far more in common with the Gaitskell/Crosland revisionism of the
1950s than the Alternative Economic Strategy of Michael Foot in the early 1980s.
But Blair goes further than the benevolent Keynesianism of democratic socialism.
The state under New Labour is seen in terms of enabling and enforcing. The con-
cepts of community and individualism are central to the ethical ‘social-ism’ of Tony
Blair. Individuals should be given freedom and opportunity, but also the responsibil-
ities that go with them such as upholding the law and (more distinctively) the need
to help each other out: ‘Compassion with a hard edge’ as he termed it at the 1997
Labour Party conference. The state therefore co-ordinates action only when indi-
viduals cannot or will not. The second role of enforcing or social justice comes into
play when the responsibilities or rights are infringed. The New Labour view of the
state therefore differs from the liberal and authoritarian perspectives of the New
Right. The state becomes more than a mere setter and arbiter of rules for a free
market to operate within.

SOCIETY/INDIVIDUALS

Blair has said that his brand of socialism could best be described as ethical in that

individuals are interdependent, that they owe duties to one another as well as

themselves, that the good society backs up the efforts of the individuals within
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it, and that common humanity demands that everyone be given a platform on

which to stand.

(Blair, 1996: 16)

There is almost a symbiotic relationship here. Gone is the ‘no such thing as
society, just individuals’ line of Margaret Thatcher to be replaced by a more coher-
ent and collective vision of individuals and society – a middle road between the
atomistic New Right view and the collective old socialist view. But another
perspective is the community building role given to the state. The state is to act to
enable community building and wider democratic involvement, thereby decentralis-
ing rather than centralising power.

THE ECONOMY

To the liberal tenet of the New Right, the economy or the market was the ends.
Blair tempers this: ‘you can combine ambition with compassion, success with
social justice’ (Blair, 1996: 107). And further states:

I reject the rampant laissez-faire of those who believe government has no role in

a productive economy; and I reject too, as out of date and impractical, the re-

creation or importation of a model of the corporate state popular a generation

ago.

(Blair, 1996: 109)

Blair considers that the market economy is in the public interest, but it is not the
public interest, only a means of achieving other ends including freedom and
opportunity. As a consequence, Labour has embraced liberalism and, in making the
Bank of England independent, the Chancellor of the Exchequer won plaudits from
the right-wing Adam Smith Institute but less praise from his own party for keeping
– in the first three years of the Labour government – to the Conservative govern-
ment’s spending limits. Although mechanisms of liberalism associated with the
New Right, such as control of inflation through the money supply, have been
present, there are nevertheless some important distinctions between the New
Right and New Labour. While the New Right sought to dismantle barriers to
market mechanisms such as trade union law and price control, New Labour believe
in a positive role for government in aiding the market through provision of an edu-
cated workforce, basic minimum social conditions and a minimum wage.

On the whole, therefore, Tony Blair considers New Labour to be a combination of
fixed and flexible: ‘We need neither the politics of the old Left nor the new Right
but a new left-of-centre agenda for the future – one that breaks new ground, that
does not put one set of dogmas in place of another’ (Blair, 1996: 31).
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Certain themes reveal similarities as well as differences in the approach of
New Right and New Labour but, as far as planning is concerned, the two main dif-
ferences that underlie policy approaches are the community/democracy and the
social justice/social inclusion emphases. But how have these manifested them-
selves in policy?

New Labour and Environmental Policy Prior to 1997

Labour’s approach to the environment since the 1970s could be best described as
eclectic (Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000a). It is doubtful whether Labour
could ever have been described as the natural party of the environment when in
opposition, and it is perhaps more accurate to suggest that it has been dragged
towards a greater environmental sensitivity from outside the party by public
demands in addition to those small pockets of green pressure groups within the
party. The problem for Labour, as with the New Right in the 1980s, lies in the ten-
sions inherent within the party between proponents of economic growth and
environmental protection. The trade unions and constituency Labour MPs have
traditionally been antagonistic towards the environment and its protection, fearing
that it may threaten economic growth. However, given the reorientation of Labour
to appeal to ‘Middle England’, greater regard had to be shown towards conserva-
tion and environmental protection issues. Labour has had to ‘walk the tightrope
between a suspicious and sceptical tradition within the party and the need to main-
tain the support of a pro-environmental protection constituency outwith it’ (All-
mendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000a: 1388).

Labour’s historical perspective could be summed up by one of its most influ-
ential thinkers, Tony Crosland, who in 1971 denounced the ‘elitist, protectionist
and anti-growth view of the environment by those who want to kick down the
ladder behind them’ (cited in Anderson and Mann, 1997: 166). This genre of
thinking dominated party policy until the early 1980s. Following this period, with
the establishment of groups such as the Socialist Environmental Resources
Association and experimental policies of several local authorities, including South
Yorkshire and Greater London, environmental policies began to infuse Labour
thinking.

In 1986, in a move designed to exploit the public’s growing interest in green
issues, the party published its first statement on the environment, including pro-
posals for the establishment of a Ministry of Environmental Protection. The then
Labour leader, Neil Kinnock, also appointed David Clark to the newly created
Shadow Cabinet post of Minister of Environmental Protection. Although this
marked a watershed for Labour policy towards environmental matters, it did not
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appear to last very long. Following trade union disquiet and the loss of the 1987
General Election, Kinnock dropped the Shadow Cabinet post.

The late 1980s witnessed changes at the international and national levels
with regards to the need for action on environmental protection. The publication of
the Brundtland Commission’s report on the environment, Margaret Thatcher’s
environmental-conversion speech to the Royal Society, and the electoral support
for the Green Party in the European elections fuelled a debate in the UK in the
years 1988–9. The Conservatives, partly fearful of electoral unpopularity within
their own party if they were not seen to be embracing environmental matters, suf-
fered a poor standing in the 1989 European elections against the Green Party, the
latter winning 15 per cent of the vote. The unexpected success of the Green Party
was a major turning point for Conservative ideology towards green issues, but it
was also a significant event for all major political parties, demonstrating the emer-
gence of environmental matters as mainstream items on the political landscape for
the first time.

In response to the changed circumstances, Kinnock appointed Jack Cunning-
ham to a reinstated shadow environmental post and this was followed a year later
by the publication of the An Earthly Chance report which demonstrated how far
environmental concerns had affected Labour as the natural party of production.
The report proposed using the tax system to encourage change, thereby embrac-
ing the market rather than relying on pure intervention and regulation as a means of
working towards sustainability. Weary of the problems and tensions within the
party, its authors argued that Labour should:

overcome our traditional image as a “producing” party, apparently giving priority

to jobs and pay packets rather than to environmental concerns. We need to

recognise that some of our decisions will be unwelcome – at least in the short

term – to some of our closest supporters.

(quoted in Anderson and Mann, 1997: 170)

Following the advance of environmental matters onto the political stage in the
late 1980s, the early 1990s – by contrast – were dominated by economic reces-
sion which replaced green issues on the high political agenda of all main political
parties in the run up to the 1992 General Election. The Rio Earth Summit did raise
the issue again, however, leading to the publication of Labour’s In Trust For
Tomorrow (ITFT) report setting out their thinking on environmental matters. ITFT
contained many proposals, including establishing stronger rural planning controls,
environmental employment programmes, a moratorium on new road building, light
rapid transit systems for cities, and targets for renewable energy and carbon
dioxide emissions. This led Jonathon Porritt, the then Green Party leader and later
the Prime Minister’s adviser on sustainable development, to describe it as

60 The planning process



‘genuinely radical stuff ’. However, when Tony Blair became leader of Labour in
1994 he seemed ambivalent to environmental concerns and ITFT. In his first
Shadow Cabinet reshuffle in the same year, he transferred its main author, Chris
Smith, into shadowing the Department for National Heritage, and demoted the
shadow environmental protection portfolio to outside the Cabinet while giving the
pro-nuclear power MP Jack Cunningham responsibility for energy.

The Blair opposition period of 1994–7 witnessed the ascendancy of the
‘spin-doctor’ in party politics (Rawnsley, 2000), an attempt by the political party to
construct and frame news stories concerning New Labour’s political image, renais-
sance and its manifesto, and influence the media, in the run up to the all-important
1997 General Election. A series of major speeches by Blair and Gordon Brown,
Shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer, began at this time with the intention of
courting big business and industry to Labour’s policies, dubbed the ‘prawn cocktail
offensive’. Weary of the need to prove itself worthy of managing the economy,
shadow ministers began to downplay ITFT’s significance on Labour thinking,
having calculated it would potentially alienate business. This led to criticism in the
media which, in turn, resulted in backtracking by the political leadership.

In a speech to the Royal Society in February 1996, Tony Blair publicly
backed ITFT. Calling for a balance between economic growth and environmental
concerns, he went on to claim that ITFT:

was a very important document, for it helped demolish two myths. It argued that

environmental protection and social justice could be achieved together, and it

stated that high environmental standards could improve rather than damage our

competitiveness.

(Blair, 1996: 227)

Later that year the shadow environmental spokesman was again upgraded to
Cabinet status and following some continued criticism of Blair’s green credentials,
the 1997 election manifesto, ‘New Labour: Because Britain Deserves Better’,
included proposals for an environmental task force, a review of road building and
the promotion of energy conservation (Anderson and Mann, 1997: 172).

New Labour and Planning Policy Prior to 1997

If the environment had not figured strongly in New Labour thinking in opposition,
then planning was its Cinderella (Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000a).
Labour’s proposals for the town and country planning system prior to the 1997
election were a distant and poor relative to the radical approach towards environ-
mental concerns of ITFT. Like the environment, planning to Labour Party members
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and party strategists had been associated with either countryside dwellers or a
middle-class mechanism to thwart jobs, housing and development. Nevertheless,
some themes emerge strongly.

Despite Labour’s historic ambivalence towards environmental matters prior to
1997, environmental policy does now influence – although does not dictate – plan-
ning policy. Some proposals from 1997, particularly those found in ITFT, were wel-
comed by environmental campaigners, where concepts of sustainability and
sustainable development formed a ‘planning ideology’ for policy development. But
this appeared to extend, rather than amend, the Major government’s approach to
planning issues, emphasising the balancing act approach expected of policy- and
decision-makers in assessing development proposals.

Urban regeneration featured highly and consistently throughout the pre-1997
documents. Criticisms of the property-led New Right approach, as well as of the
competitive aspects of the Single Regeneration Budget and City Challenge, were
widespread although alternatives to these approaches were not highlighted at the
time. Planning would seek a more holistic approach to cities building on and
encouraging cultural capital in addition to physical and economic regeneration. The
former Labour Shadow Planning Minister, Keith Vaz, who had property interests
and later became Europe Minister and a source of investigation into parliamentary
propriety when in office, saw town centre managers as the key to helping small
towns compete with out-of-town retail developments. It is noteworthy that, through-
out this period, there was a tension between the pro-out-of-town Vaz and others in
the Shadow Cabinet, particularly the Shadow Environment Secretary Frank
Dobson, who opposed further out-of-town development. Vaz dubbed Labour the
party of the city centre but simultaneously criticised the then Conservative Environ-
ment Secretary John Gummer for restricting further out-of-town development. At
this time there was no promise of radical rethinking of urban policy, although the
later establishment of the Urban Task Force in 1998 was to herald the promise of
change.

Keith Vaz paid close attention to the processes of planning and, in terms not
dissimilar to those of the early 1980s Conservative secretaries of state, chastised
planners for being too slow and overtly bureaucratic but, again, simultaneously
claimed he wanted planners to become the ‘superstars’ of local government.
Speedy and efficient planning policy- and decision-making seemed to be the prin-
cipal hallmarks of the general attitude towards planning at the time, an issue that
had long preoccupied the Conservative ministers in the 1990s and their concern
of planning acting as a barrier to economic growth (Tewdwr-Jones and Harris,
1998). Limited third party rights of appeal and general commitments to ‘democra-
tise planning’ further were proposed (Crow, 1996b), but these were not con-
sidered threatening enough to raise serious criticism from property interests.
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Indeed, despite a General Election manifesto suggestion in 1997 towards intro-
ducing limited third party appeals in planning cases where decisions were taken by
local authorities against their own policies contained in development plans (an
even weaker proposal from that originally put forward by the Labour Party), the
prospect of new legislation introducing such an initiative was quietly abandoned by
the Labour government once in office.

Similar to the Major administration, Labour had been dogged by matters con-
cerning facilitating regional economic development while safeguarding and making
a commitment towards environmental protection. John Prescott, the Deputy Leader
of Labour, in particular, was more than interested in extending the potential of the
UK regions to compete for inward investment projects. Taking the successful pol-
icies of the Welsh Development Agency and Scottish Enterprise to develop a col-
laborative governmental approach in attracting foreign direct investment to Wales
and Scotland, respectively, through state-provided subsidies and funding, Prescott
became interested in establishing similar structures and institutions to enable the
English regions to compete on a similar basis for inward investment as Wales and
Scotland (Tewdwr-Jones and Phelps, 2000). The perceived unfair playing-field with
regard to employment generation was not only related to foreign investment,
however. As Member of Parliament for Hull in the East Riding of Yorkshire,
Prescott was agitated at the loss of employment and industry from his English con-
stituency to Wales where firms were being attracted by a government agency
offering high financial incentives.

Labour’s commitment towards employment-creating endeavours and in
establishing more democratic structures regionally was viewed as the necessary
framework to enable the UK regions and businesses to compete economically in
Europe and in the global economy. This would be achieved later by the creation of
Regional Development Agencies in England (DETR, 1997) and the possibility of
Regional Chambers and elected assemblies (Harding et al., 1999; Roberts and
Lloyd, 2000; Webb and Collis, 2000). This approach undoubtedly led the develop-
ment of Labour policy towards economic development, even though the impact on
planning was essentially one of structures and processes, rather than policy reori-
entation, and there is little in the policy documents that identifies this approach as
town and country planning. Nevertheless, there has been concern expressed
already regarding the links and compatibility between regional economic strategies
and regional planning (Baker et al., 1999; Murdoch and Tewdwr-Jones, 1999;
Roberts and Lloyd, 1999).

The manifesto commitments towards the creation of a Scottish Parliament
and a Welsh Assembly (Scottish Office, 1997; Welsh Office, 1997), were as
much a sign of Labour’s enthusiasm to create the appropriate structures for
regional economic competitiveness in Europe as a need to democratise the
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regions with elected government. Scotland, in being promised the prospect of
primary legislative powers, would be able to amend the planning system to suit its
requirements; Wales, possessing policy-making and secondary legislative powers
only, may nevertheless be able to amend planning policy quite distinctly compared
to that operating in England. But these issues were not highlighted prominently
prior to the 1997 election. Similarly, proposals to create a Mayor for London and
elected assembly (DETR, 1998i), together with the new Northern Ireland gover-
nance structures emerging from the Northern Ireland peace talks, would also
impact upon the planning polity.

New Labour in Office and Changes to the Planning
Polity

With government spending pegged at Conservative limits for three years, it was
perhaps inevitable that commentators would claim that the new government was a
little slow in ‘getting moving’ on planning and environmental matters (Lock, 1998).
The first noticeable move brought about by Labour on day one of the new govern-
ment in May 1997 nevertheless seemed to indicate that changes to planning and
environment were about to be set in place. Tony Blair appointed John Prescott, his
party deputy leader, as the new Deputy Prime Minister and as ‘Secretary of State
for the Environment, Transport and the Regions’ to head a combined super-
ministry. On the one hand, the change indicated government priority towards pro-
posed regional policy but also suggested plans to co-ordinate land use planning,
environmental policy and transport planning into a sustainable whole. The super-
ministry would also reflect the government’s (especially Prescott’s) eagerness to
foster institutional capacity building on a more formal basis as part of the national
and regional planning framework. Within a few months of taking office, a plethora
of changes concerning the planning polity framework of town and country planning
were announced, including manifesto plans to introduce Regional Development
Agencies, a strategic authority and mayor for London, a consultation paper on
integrated transport, referenda for a Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly, a
consultation paper on ‘modernising planning’ and regional planning guidance, and
a sequential test for new housing sites emphasising ‘brownfield sites’. Proposals to
amend the land use planning system, including the formulation of planning policies
and implementation of development control, were absent from the early period in
office, although possible changes were mooted in 1998. It would take until
Labour’s second election victory in 2001 for more radical proposals to be released
discussing amendments to the statutory land use planning.

Five years on from their initial election victory it is now possible to gauge
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reaction, intention and the trajectory of change brought about by the New Labour
government. A complete and comprehensive review of New Labour policies and
legislative changes after 1997 is impossible within the confines of one chapter of a
book, and so the following discussion should be viewed as an overview of the prin-
cipal changes as they impact upon or change the town and country planning
system.

THE IMPLICATIONS FOR THE PLANNING POLITY OF

CONSTITUTIONAL REFORM

The electorate’s support for devolution in Scotland and Wales in September 1997,
together with proposals for an elected mayor for London, set about New Labour’s
commitment to constitutional reform, enhanced democratic representation, and
what might be termed a strategic renaissance at the regional level. The planning
functions within Scotland and Wales, and within London and Northern Ireland,
have been directly affected by the creation of a Scottish Parliament, a National
Assembly for Wales, a democratically elected mayor and elected Greater London
Assembly, and a Northern Ireland Assembly. Extended debate on the form and
function of the planning system after 1999 in these areas was notably absent from
the government consultation papers when they were first released (see, for
example, DETR, 1998b; Scottish Office, 1997; Welsh Office, 1997). In particular,
the planning relationships between the new agencies and the local planning
authorities, and the relationship and separation of national (i.e. Scottish/Welsh/
Northern Irish) planning policy from National (UK) planning policy, were unclear
(Alden, 2001a; Upton, 2001).

SCOTLAND

Scotland’s Parliament would be able to devise and implement its own planning leg-
islation and its own planning policy to set a strategic vision within which the Scot-
tish unitary local authorities can work (Scottish Office, 1997), thereby marking the
complete independence of Scottish planning from that of the rest of the UK
(Tewdwr-Jones and Lloyd, 1997). This had already commenced to some extent as
a consequence of historical legislative and policy separation (Hayton, 1996;
Rowan-Robinson, 1997), but the establishment of Home Rule gave the Scots the
opportunity to carve out distinctiveness from the rest of the UK that was previously
impossible to implement (Tewdwr-Jones, 2001b), an issue which is still regarded
as only partially achievable (Allmendinger, 2001b, 2001c) (see Chapter 11).

WALES

The situation in Wales is less certain since the National Assembly for Wales would
possess secondary legislative and policy powers, and would rely on Westminster
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for primary legislation (such as town and country planning) (Welsh Office, 1997).
Any new or revised parliamentary legislation relating to planning would therefore
apply to both England and Wales, although the drafting and issuing of Planning
Policy Guidance to interpret the legislation (that is, the non-statutory component)
could vary enormously between the two countries, should a Welsh Assembly
determine that the policy responses required in Wales need to be fundamentally
‘separate’ from the previous national (i.e. English) model (Powell, 2001; Tewdwr-
Jones, 2001c). Wales had not been so favourable towards the issue of Home Rule
as the Scots, which partly explains the distinction between the Scottish and the
Welsh proposals (Tewdwr-Jones and Lloyd, 1997), although some pressure exists
within Wales for carving out distinctiveness to a greater degree than hitherto
(Tewdwr-Jones, 1997b, 1998b; see Chapter 10).

NORTHERN IRELAND

Devolution for Northern Ireland was bound up indecorously with the progress of
the Northern Ireland peace talks in the mid- to late 1990s. The town and country
planning system there was always operated on different lines compared to else-
where in the UK (Shirlow, 2001). Planning as a function of government has been
the preserve of the Department of the Environment (Northern Ireland) rather than
local authorities. One of the reasons for this was concern over whether the plan-
ning system, by promoting and regulating new housing sites, would be used
politically by local councils to allocate land on sectarian grounds alone (Neill et al.,
1995). The main responsibilities of the Department for Regional Development in
Northern Ireland would eventually include:

• strategic planning
• the city vision process
• transportation strategy
• transport policy and support
• ports and airports policy
• roads and water policy
• provision and maintenance of roads
• provision and maintenance of water and sewerage services

Planning strategically and regionally would be the levels over which Northern
Ireland would have responsibility for and the proposals, when announced, related
to establishing what has been termed a regional development strategy or regional
framework for spatial policy (DRDNI, 2000; Berry et al., 2001; McNeill and
Gordon, 2001), the use of the term ‘regional’ deliberately chosen to avoid poten-
tial political associations with the use of the alternative word ‘national’ (Shirlow,
2001).
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LONDON

The proposals for London reflected the loss of strategic policy- and decision-
making powers within a London-wide authority in 1986 upon the abolition of the
Greater London Council and the six metropolitan county councils by the Thatcher
government (Flynn et al., 1985). The vacuum caused by the removal of a strategic
authority for London was noteworthy and the Labour government wished to rein-
state an authority as part of its devolution plans but additionally give Londoners the
opportunity to elect a mayor for the first time in the UK for their capital city (DETR,
1998i), a process that is common practice in other major world cities (for example,
New York and Barcelona; see McNeill, 2001). Labour believed that planning for
Greater London would require a London-wide strategy of one form or another, and
this eventually found form in the shape of the ‘Spatial Development Strategy’, or
‘London Plan’ as it is more commonly known (see Mayor of London, 2001).

The purpose of the London Plan will be to:

• form the strategic plan setting out an integrated social, economic and
environmental framework for the future development of London in the context
of the wider South East region and Europe;

• look forward over a 15–20 year period;
• integrate the physical and geographic dimensions of the Mayor’s other strat-

egies, including broad locations for change, providing a framework for land
use management and development;

• set out proposals for implementing and funding the strategy;
• be the London-wide context within which individual boroughs will set their

local planning policies through their Unitary Development Plans;
• be London’s response to European guidance on spatial planning (the Euro-

pean Spatial Development Perspective); and
• set the policy framework for the Mayor’s involvement in individual major plan-

ning decisions in London.

When the draft London Plan is published in 2002, it will provide a detailed
formal planning document to be subject to a statutory three-month consultation
period. The responses to this consultation (and, in turn, the Mayor’s views on the
responses) will be considered by a government-appointed panel who will hold an
Examination in Public on the draft London Plan. This examination will test the strat-
egy for robustness, effectiveness and consistency with other strategies and
government policy, and the panel will decide which issues to investigate and who it
will wish to hear on them (Edwards, 2000).

UK PLANNING

With devolution forming a core strategy of the Blair government’s proposals, the
planning polity has been directly affected. This has led to suggestions that the
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national planning framework within the UK is becoming fragmented, with a concen-
tration on strategy and spatial policy-making within each of the four countries, in
London, and in the English regions, a prospect welcome in some quarters but
perhaps not in all. ‘National’ planning policy will be drafted and implemented differ-
ently within the four countries of the UK more thoroughly than hitherto. It is per-
fectly correct to assert that national policy was heading in this direction in any
case, given procedural changes to the planning policy process over the last ten
years or so. Scotland had implemented a separate series of National Planning
Policy Guidelines (NPPGs) from those Planning Policy Guidance Notes (PPGs)
issued by the Department of the Environment for England (Hayton, 1996). The
Welsh Office had gone its own way in 1995 following the ideological aversion of
the then Secretary of State, John Redwood, against a national planning framework
and his refusal to release joint-national policy statements with England between
1993 and 1995 (Tewdwr-Jones, 1997b). Although this ideological position rested
upon a belief that policy should be formulated and determined locally without the
heavy-hand of central government, the implication of this policy vacuum indirectly
resulted in the further fragmentation of national planning policy in Britain. When
William Hague, Redwood’s replacement as Welsh Secretary, was appointed in
1995 he immediately sanctioned the release of national planning policy guidance
to keep pace with that for England, but additionally took the opportunity to issue
guidance in a very different format from that for the rest of the country (one docu-
ment was issued rather than the 25 separate policy documents issued within
England).

The fragmentation of planning policy in England, Scotland and Wales had
therefore already occurred some two years before Labour had placed the devolu-
tion issue (or separation of the policy-making function) before the people of Scot-
land and Wales and, later, Northern Ireland and London. By devising separate
planning policy systems in the three countries prior to 1997, the Conservatives did
leave New Labour with a useful legacy to build upon in the creation of distinctive
‘English’, ‘Welsh’ and ‘Scottish’ planning policy based on a realistic identification
of the underlying socio-cultural, political, economic and environmental differences
within the three countries. The concern now emanating from some quarters is over
the lack of an effective national spatial planning framework for the whole of the UK,
an issue that is being championed by the Royal Town Planning Institute (see Shaw,
1999; Upton, 2001; Wong, 2001).

THE IMPLICATIONS FOR PLANNING OF EUROPEAN INTEGRATION

As the mid- to late 1990s witnessed the spatial fragmentation of national planning
policy in the UK, the European Commission appeared to be heading in the oppos-
ite direction. For the last 20 years, the UK has possessed a unique planning
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system in Europe that rested on strong central government direction (Quinn, 1996;
2000). Other Member States within the EU have lacked this central co-ordinating
role, and the European Commission has been particularly eager over the last few
years to extend its remit in the field of spatial planning and to fill a vacuum at the
Member State level with regard to planning and land use (Alden et al., 2001); the
EC possesses no legal mandate over planning matters and has therefore relied on
voluntary co-operation on the part of Member States on the issue of spatial plan-
ning (Williams, 1996). Local authorities’ links to the European Commission, to EU
regions and local areas, and to EC funding have been evident for over ten years
(Bishop et al., 2000). Recent research has indicated that the national and regional
planning policy levels in Britain, however, have neglected the European dimension
markedly (Tewdwr-Jones et al., 2000; Tewdwr-Jones and Williams, 2001), possibly
as a consequence of the Thatcher and Major governments’ attitude towards the
European Union. Labour has been committed to enhancing the European dimen-
sion of British planning (DETR, 1998h) and this will mark out the government’s
approach distinctively from its predecessor, although the scale of this change has
yet to be realised in practice and could well result in a very different type of plan-
ning process in the UK in future from that operating in the 1990s (Tewdwr-Jones,
1999c, 2001a).

On a pan-European scale, the emergence of the European Spatial Develop-
ment Perspective (ESDP) (CSD, 1999) has been the European planning ministers’
attempt to set a framework for the integration of the separate national planning pol-
icies of each of the Member States (Faludi, 2000, 2001; R.H. Williams, 2000), a
move that was always going to cause problems for the central government in the
UK. There were three reasons for this difficulty. First, the political context within
which this debate was proceeding in Britain was uncertain, given the ideological
position of the Major government towards Europe. Second, Britain – unlike some
of her European partners – already possessed a form of national spatial planning
perspective in the guise of Planning Policy Guidance notes in England, National
Planning Policy Guidelines in Scotland, and Planning Guidance Wales that, com-
bined, formed the national (albeit non-statutory) position on planning and land use
(note the narrow remit). Third, the push by New Labour upon gaining office in May
1997 for constitutional reform at the regional level (inclusive of Scotland and
Wales) necessitated a simultaneous debate on both the nature and scope of both
national and regional planning policy guidance within Britain. Co-ordinating a
national spatial development perspective for the whole of the UK in an era of devo-
lution within the country would, therefore, become more problematic (Alden,
2001a; Tewdwr-Jones, 2001a).

As we enter into a period where European interest in spatial planning is
increasing with the publication of both the framework documents, the ESDP and
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‘Europe 2000�’ (both of which identify very different administrative boundaries for
regional planning across Europe but not on Member State lines; Martin, 1992), the
fragmentation of national and regional planning policy within the UK is an even
greater prospect. Labour’s Planning Minister, Richard Caborn, signed up the UK to
the ESDP in June 1997, just a few weeks after taking office, and thereby consoli-
dated government policy towards European planning issues overnight. This will
result in an enhanced role for European spatial planning matters in policy agenda-
setting simultaneous to a constitutional reform commitment towards regional plan-
ning in Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and the English regions. The government
will need to ensure that the Scottish Parliament, the Welsh Assembly and the
Northern Ireland Assembly are permitted to establish their own strategic planning
visions, but to what extent the Labour government will continue with a commitment
to provide a national planning perspective that is all-inclusive and consistent with
any enhanced European Union spatial planning remit remains to be seen (Tewdwr-
Jones and Williams, 2001). There seems a likelihood that, by adopting the Euro-
pean Spatial Development Perspective and enhancing the regional planning level
in England and separate planning policy for Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and
London, a national UK planning policy will gradually be watered down.

The prospect is one in which the government will move from a position of
ensuring strong central government planning policy guidance and local authority
co-ordinated regional planning guidance, to a new process of participating in a
European-formulated planning perspective together with stronger strategic spatial
planning policies devised by democratic assemblies at the sub-national (UK) level.
Regional planning policy in the UK, it seems, may never be the same again.

REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT AGENCIES AND THE REGIONAL

RENAISSANCE

The driving force behind changes at the regional level in England has undoubtedly
been the Deputy Prime Minister, who wanted to replicate the institutional frame-
work for inward investment success of both the Scottish and Welsh Development
Agencies (Tewdwr-Jones and Phelps, 2000; Jones, 2001; MacKinnon and Phelps,
2001). In the consultation paper on setting up RDAs published in 1997, Building
Partnerships for Prosperity (DETR, 1997), the idea was to establish nine new
regional development agencies plus one for London, based on the administrative
areas covered by the present government offices for the regions (Roberts and
Lloyd, 2000; Webb and Collis, 2000). Termed ‘agencies for change’ by the
Deputy Prime Minister, he set out their task as developing and implementing
regional economic strategies in partnership with regional interests such as local
authorities, training and enterprise councils, industry, business and voluntary
groups (Hansard, 3 Dec. 1997, col. 357). The RDAs appeared to dovetail into the
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proposed Regional Assemblies (White, 2000), although their appointed boards are
initially accountable only to the Secretary of State with input from Regional Plan-
ning Conferences and the proposed Regional Chambers (Harding et al., 1999;
Jones, 2001). Powers are derived from the subsuming of regional responsibilities
of the Rural Development Commission and English Partnerships, so that the RDAs
are awarded a regional, a rural and an urban policy remit (Deas and Ward, 2000),
but they presently possess no formal statutory planning powers.

The RDA proposals were criticised for being too weak (House of Commons
Environment, Transport and Regions Select Committee, 1998), causing confusion
(Walker, 1998), being another unaccountable quango (Yeo, Hansard, 14 Jan.
1998, col. 443), lacking a social agenda (Lloyd, 1999), failing to link in adequately
to regional planning (Baker et al., 1999; Murdoch and Tewdwr-Jones, 1999;
Roberts and Lloyd, 1999), and being too urban-orientated (Rural Development
Commission, 1997). Whichever of these perspectives one takes, there has been
confusion concerning their powers and relationship to other bodies.

Originally, it was intended for the RDAs to possess more powers than they
actually ended up with, including some limited planning responsibilities. Concern
was expressed at the time about an unelected body assuming planning control
(Local Government Association, 1999), since the legislation establishing the agen-
cies gave the Secretary of State the authority to transfer wide-ranging planning
powers from local authorities to the RDAs, including development control func-
tions. The then Planning Minister, Richard Caborn, justified the transferral of the
powers on the grounds that the agencies should be working in partnership with
local authorities, but this caused consternation among some, including the British
Urban Regeneration Association (Planning, 3 April 1998).

A second area of concern related to the relationship between the RDAs and
other public bodies. It was proposed that the RDAs would work within the context
of the regional offices of the DETR (later to become DTLR after 2001), together
with the Regional Assemblies and Regional Planning Conferences, and an
enhanced role for the development of Regional Planning Guidance (DETR,
1998g). Given the lack of a statutory relationship between the RDAs and these
other bodies, commentators were unclear as to how the RDAs would ensure co-
ordination and collaboration on strategic planning for regional economic develop-
ment (Baker et al., 1999; Murdoch and Tewdwr-Jones, 1999; Roberts and Lloyd,
1999). John Prescott, the Deputy Prime Minister, made it clear that RDAs would
vary from region to region and that their powers may also change over time
(Hansard, 3 Dec. 1998, col. 359). This uncertainty between different agencies of
governance ensuring compatibility and collaborative or partnership working seems
to have been avoided in Wales and in Scotland where regional economic agencies
had worked alongside planning agencies for two decades (Tewdwr-Jones and
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Phelps, 2000), and more recently under devolution. Simultaneous to the democra-
tisation of strategic policy-making through the creation of a Welsh Assembly, the
government had awarded significantly enhanced powers to the Welsh Develop-
ment Agency to act as a ‘one-stop-shop’ for inward investment. This change, which
must be seen as a reaction against the enhanced powers awarded to the English
regions, clearly demonstrates a determination on central government’s part for the
Welsh Assembly’s role to be clouded in the bidding for regional inward investment
projects by the WDA, prompting questions on the relationship between the agency
and the democratic assembly (Lovering, 1999).

While RDAs appear to fill a much-needed gap in the strategic policy make-up
of England and could co-ordinate the currently fragmented and wasteful duplica-
tion of individual local authorities attracting inward investment, they seem to lack
accountability and focus (Harding et al., 1999) and have been accused of contain-
ing an overt political side in the membership of their boards, some of whom are
prominent Labour Party figures (Jones, 2001). The creation of the RDAs has
resulted in a plethora of local bodies and regional quangos that occupy a crowded
institutionalised space in the regional policy framework, one that seems to have
been added to incrementally without strategic debate concerning whether an over-
haul or institutional thinning-out is necessary. The number of formal and informal
forums that now exist in the regions to co-ordinate strategic policy delivery, each of
which possesses a diverse range of representative ‘stakeholding’ organisations,
suggests a greater need for co-ordination. With this thought in mind it was no sur-
prise when central government decided to take on more responsibility for regional
co-ordination through the establishment of a Regional Intelligence Unit within the
Cabinet Office (Cabinet Office, 2000), a move which could be regarded as a
potential threat to circumvent the decentralisation powers recently awarded to the
regions.

There has also been concern about the co-ordination across England, Scot-
land, Wales and Northern Ireland and their economic agencies. The enhanced
powers awarded to these different agencies all suggest the possibility of greater
inter-regional competition, especially for inward investment purposes, following a
number of recent very large regional economic development projects that have
been criticised for generating wasteful bidding-up of total incentives packages
between sub-national territories (Phelps and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000, 2001). Rather
than create a level playing field for the bidding of economic investment projects,
the devolution and decentralisation powers may in point of fact create greater
competition. Any intervention to control that competition could well result in accu-
sations of central government interference.
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MODERNISING PLANNING

Within Labour’s first year in office, Modernising Planning, a ministerial statement,
was issued in January 1998 and discussed the government’s views on the current
planning system in England; it also contained some suggestions for small-scale
improvement. Proposals debated within the statement include calling for the:

• integration of a greater European dimension into UK planning;
• more prescriptive central government planning policy on large-scale planning

applications and infrastructure projects;
• speeding-up of public inquiry procedures;
• greater use of Special Development Orders and parliamentary procedures

centrally;
• widening the ‘inclusiveness’ stakeholders participating in the preparation of

Regional Planning Guidance;
• speeding-up development plan preparation;
• use of fiscal incentives to steer development.

The statement represented more of a shopping list without any coherence other
than a broad concern with speed and efficiency (echoing the New Right cam-
paigns) and both the centralisation and devolution of policy guidance (Tewdwr-
Jones, 1998a).

As a statement that concentrated on the need for greater efficiency in plan-
ning procedures, Modernising Planning proposed adding a further category to
the planning statistics monitoring system introduced under the Conservatives: a
new ‘improvers’ category was intended to give recognition and encouragement to
those local planning authorities that had shown a significant and sustained
improvement in their development control performance. Once again, the emphasis
was clearly on the quantity of decisions and not their quality (Tewdwr-Jones and
Harris, 1998), a matter first developed by Conservative ministers in the early
1990s.

In many ways the statement sealed the Labour government’s rather passive
inheritance of the New Right’s planning policy legacy, and although welcomed at
the time (Tewdwr-Jones, 1998a; Hull, 2000) there was also some disappointment
at the lack of anything radically new or different from a government that had been
elected simply because it was different. There was nothing contained in the state-
ment to suggest that there would be a ‘big bang’ for post-Conservative planning,
nor – perhaps surprisingly – suggestions towards creating a role for planning in
fostering the government’s major push on social exclusion: planning’s role was
simply to aid the market (Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000a). The RTPI’s
response to the document seemed to be confused about what was happening.
The president at the time, Tony Struthers, commented, ‘I am delighted that the



Government recognises the need for strategic decisions to be taken in a regional
framework’ (RTPI, 1998). The possibility of the government creating a more com-
modified, reduced and fiscally led planning system on similar lines to that proposed
under the Conservatives did not seem to warrant comment.

A year later, in 1999, the government released an updated version of Mod-
ernising Planning setting out progress on the modest proposals they had put
forward a year previously (DETR, 1999). The statement indicated progress on such
matters as development plans and development control, but now also included
statements on sustainable development, transport, housing, economic competit-
iveness, and other policy sectors. Some of these had stemmed from the original
statement, but many had also emerged quite independently during the previous 15
months. The most controversial aspect of the January 1998 statement, the intro-
duction of fiscal measures within planning, was passed over quickly within the
updated document with a mere two-word reference: ‘Under consideration’. This
indicated that the government going through a period when political accusations
over future taxation plans were being debated more widely. Furthermore, the use of
the planning system to promote economic growth, or rather to inhibit economic
competitiveness, was also an emerging debate.

The government’s apparent ambivalent, even sceptical, view of planning and
their lack of urgency or vision for reform to the process was to prove almost fatal in
1998. The debate over new household projections and development in England
had been a row brewing under the Conservative administration from the late
1980s (Baker and Wong, 1997). When a number of structure planning authorities
began to react against central government’s projections, a strange amalgam of
interests emerged that simultaneously attacked Labour’s policy on planning for
housing and precipitated a wider debate on whether the government was overtly
urban-minded by failing to adequately ensure protection of rural and countryside
interests.

PLANNING FOR THE COMMUNITIES OF THE FUTURE

There can be little doubt that the Labour government were not prepared for the
extent of the rural revolt over new household provision in England. At the same
time, they could not have predicted the extent of their parliamentary success in the
traditionally Conservative-supporting rural areas in the General Election of 1997
that provided the party with a new constituency of shire Members of Parliament.
Prior to the 1997 election, the Labour Opposition were deriding the Conservative
government’s attempts to grapple with the issue of a projected demand for 4.4
million new households in England by 2016, pointing to a clear shortfall if ‘brown-
field’ sites were depended upon. Nick Raynsford, later Labour’s Planning and
Housing Minister, remarked:
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It’s a recipe for disaster. There is a serious mismatch between where the

brownfield sites are and where the housing demand is. At the rate we are going,

we will be one million houses short by 2016 and the Government’s laissez-faire

policies are doing nothing to help.

(Nick Raynsford, Shadow Housing Minister, reported in Planning,

13 January 1997: 2)

The message seemed to be that Labour in power would seek a balanced approach
between undeveloped (‘greenfield’) and developed (‘brownfield’) land and accept
the projected figures formulated under the Conservative government (Allmendinger
and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000a). After the election, the Labour government seemed to
be following this line, illustrated by the Deputy Prime Minister making a number of
decisions on structure plan allocations. In August 1997 he released green-belt
land for housing development in the West Midlands. In December of the same year
he ordered West Sussex County Council to increase their housing land allocations
within the structure plan. In January 1998 he made no objection to the release of
large amounts of green-belt land for housing development outside both Newcastle
upon Tyne and Stevenage.

By this time, events had already started to go against this policy ethos. Pres-
sure was mounting from the rural protectionist lobby, and disgruntled local authori-
ties, bitterly opposed to the prospect of having to find additional housing land in
the face of local electoral opposition, began objecting to the scale of development
proposed for their areas (Murdoch and Tewdwr-Jones, 1999; Murdoch and
Norton, 2001). Furthermore, a more general rural backlash appeared to be growing
against what the political opposition termed ‘anti-rural’ measures, including high
increases on fuel duty, a backbench parliamentary bill to ban fox hunting, the
government’s ‘right to roam’ in the countryside legislation, and further restrictions
on beef farmers following the BSE crisis. An umbrella group, Countryside Alliance,
organised a march of 200,000 people on London during 1997 (repeated in 1998)
in protest against these perceived countryside threats. The Alliance possessed dis-
parate countryside interests, with many farmers joining the demonstration, coupled
with the pro-fox hunting lobby, but it also contained a clear anti-government plan-
ning lobby eager to voice their concerns about future housing development.

The government responded to this by promising the creation of a rural min-
istry (duly delivered in the shape of the Department of Environment, Fisheries and
Rural Affairs (DEFRA) from 2001), and increased public expenditure on rural public
transport and village schools once Gordon Brown, the Chancellor, had broken free
from the previous Conservative public spending limits. In planning, with the govern-
ment eager to prove that it was not an urban or metropolitan-biased political party
(as it was being accused by the rural demonstrators), the protests led to a
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complete reassessment of the proposed 4.4 million new household projections.
The government released a consultation paper, Planning for the Communities of
the Future, in February 1998 (DETR, 1998f), in an attempt to placate the country-
side lobby. Although a great deal of the paper was devoted to justifying the figures
and explaining the changing demographics of the UK more generally and the
requirement for more housing land, among the suggestions proposed was a
sequential test, similar to the planning approach for the assessment of retail appli-
cations (DoE, 1996), that required developers to demonstrate that all brownfield
sites had been exhausted before putting forward applications to develop greenfield
sites. The government was calling for the abandonment of the so-called ‘predict
and provide’ approach to housing allocations (Baker and Wong, 1997) and to
replace the scheme with an ‘assess and cascade’ approach.

The overall suggestion put forward by the government was that, in future,
housing growth forecasts would merely be a guide and decisions on county
housing provision would be made in the light of other considerations such as the
availability of supply. In addition, with evidence of some parallels to the Conservat-
ive government’s ‘local choice’ ethos of 1989, greater responsibility would be
handed over to local planning authorities through revamped and enhanced
Regional Planning Guidance (see also DETR, 1998f). This would allow the deter-
mination of housing supply figures to be made locally and, more cynically, to free
central government ministers of the development dilemma in much the same way
as that proposed by Chris Patten when Secretary of State in the late 1980s
(Booth, 1996; Tewdwr-Jones, 1996b). A target of 60 per cent of new housing to
be developed on brownfield sites was set to be implemented by 2006, but this
figure was to prove problematic. The government simultaneously announced the
establishment of an Urban Task Force, chaired by the architect and Labour peer
Richard Rogers (Lord Rogers of Riverside). The Task Force revised the figure to
50 per cent, thereby echoing the previous administration’s target (Urban Task
Force, 1999), but the government was committed to its 60 per cent figure. Finally,
the possibility of a greenfield development tax was floated in an attempt to place
pressure on the house-building industry to direct development to urban areas
(similar to the ‘fiscal measures’ suggested in the Modernising Planning statement).

A further problematic issue for the government in 1999 was the South East
Regional Planning Guidance Examination in Public, chaired by Professor Stephen
Crow, who had the unenviable task of recommending to the minister the release of
further greenfield housing land in the pressurised south-east of England against
vociferous countryside, environmental and public opinion. The Crow Report found
that south-east England (excluding London) needed 1.1 million new homes by
2016, some 62 per cent more than those proposed by the local authorities (Crow,
1999). SERPLAN, the South East Regional Planning Conference that represents
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local authorities in south-east England, insisted to the government that no more
than 33,400 homes could be built annually without serious damage to the region’s
environment, quality of life and infrastructure. It stated that planning policy had to
focus on a more sustainable development policy. John Prescott, however, insisted
that authorities had to meet a target of 43,000 new homes a year, effectively a mid-
figure between SERPLAN’s low-end target and the Crow Report’s high-end pro-
jection of 55,000 homes a year.

Prescott unveiled a green paper for housing in the spring of 2000, labelled
Quality and Choice: A Home for All (DETR, 2000b). In addition to a number of
structural changes to the housing market and specific measures for key-sector
workers in London, building on proposals put forward in the Planning for the
Communities of the Future consultation paper, the paper set the previously advoc-
ated targets for house-building: 60 per cent of new housing development on
brownfield sites and the remaining 40 per cent on greenfield sites. In December
2000 Nick Raynsford, the Housing Minister, released a housing policy statement,
The Way Forward for Housing (DETR, 2000d) and announced that the govern-
ment had cut its target to 39,000 new homes a year in south-east England follow-
ing further discussion with SERPLAN.

It is interesting to note, in passing, that the target for brownfield housing
development, the sequential test and the greenfield development tax were all ideas
originally envisaged by the Conservatives prior to May 1997. More generally, these
changes demonstrate three important points (Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones,
2000a). First, it is indicative of how far the Labour Party has developed when the
party that was proud to be associated with house-building in the post-war period
seems to be reducing expectations of new building. Second, Labour’s electoral
constituency now clearly extends beyond the urban to the rural, a fact that was
picked-up rather late in the day by the government, especially with regard to fox-
hunting, the future of farming, the implications of both the BSE crisis and, in 2001,
the foot-and-mouth epidemic, and John Prescott’s proposals for reducing car
journeys.

A NEW DEAL FOR TRANSPORT AND TRANSPORT 2010

Transport was a policy area the Labour government was committed to tackling.
Underinvestment in public transport during the previous 18 years had not assisted
ongoing problems of congestion, increasing traffic emissions affecting the environ-
ment, the poor performance nationally of a privatised railway, and rising levels of
traffic and car journeys, all of which are politically contentious issues (Vigar, 2002).
The government’s response emerged in 1998 in the form of the integrated trans-
port White Paper A New Deal for Transport (HM Government, 1998). Among the
proposals put forward within this paper, were:

Planning policy: the Blair era 77



• proposals for local authorities to prepare Local Transport Plans;
• improved provisions for pedestrians and cyclists;
• a priority to public transport;
• establishing pilot charging schemes to fund local transport improvements;
• the introduction of Bus Quality Partnerships and additional support for rural

bus services;
• the establishment of a Strategic Rail Authority and ensuring improvements to

the privatised railway as in the customers’ interests;
• the introduction of a national public transport information system;
• the establishment of a Commission for Integrated Transport to oversee links

between land use planning and transport and different modes of transport,
and with policies for education, health and economic growth;

• to reduce the need to travel.

At the time of the paper’s publication, the press and media – and for that matter
the rural vote – concentrated on the last of these points, particularly how it would
affect such constituents as countryside dwellers, parents taking their children on
the ‘school run’ for safety reasons, and the costs on car owners. A consortium of
road hauliers, road users’ organisations, the Countryside Alliance, and others,
sought to defeat the government’s proposals and to attack John Prescott person-
ally as the minister responsible for the planned policies. The media, only too eager
at times to report bad news stories and crises, highlighted the fact that Prescott
had use of two official ministerial Jaguar cars in his role as Deputy Prime Minister
and Environment and Transport Secretary, and it was only a matter of time before
the tabloid press coined a memorable new nickname for Prescott: ‘Two Jags’.
Embarrassment followed embarrassment: at the Labour Party conference in 1999,
Prescott and his wife were filmed by television news crews being chauffeured in
his ministerial car a mere 400 metres between their hotel and the conference
centre (so as to avoid disturbing Mrs Prescott’s hair, according to Labour Party
media officials later), prompting anti-government transport campaigners to question
whether the minister himself was committed to one of his key policies – reducing
the need to travel.

Prescott, who additionally had to justify the government’s proposals to priva-
tise air-traffic control and explain the government’s position in relation to the ailing
railway network, was permanently bruised by the media coverage of transport pol-
icies. Prior to the 2001 General Election, Prescott witnessed the removal of most
of his transport responsibilities when his deputy, Gus MacDonald, was given
responsibility for fronting government policy statements. Prescott retained his role
as Deputy Prime Minister after the 2001 election but played no further part in
transport policy matters.
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Another government transport plan, Transport 2010: The Ten Year Plan for
Transport, had been published in July 2000 (DETR, 2000e). This sets out the
Government’s strategy for modernising the transport network to provide an integ-
rated system and covers all modes of transport. It is intended to provide a long-
term programme of new investment to deliver the priorities identified in the
Integrated Transport White Paper, and aims to commit £180 billion of public and
private expenditure over the next ten years. The Local Transport Plans are intended
to deliver this commitment. These plans set out a comprehensive integrated trans-
port strategy with consideration of land use planning and reflect environmental,
economic and social considerations, and the promotion of social inclusion. Among
the programmes intended to be covered for investment are major public transport
and road schemes costing over £5 million (for example, integrated improvements
to town centre transport systems, new bus corridors, and light rail schemes); integ-
rated transport schemes (for example, measures to improve bus services, and
schemes to promote cycling, walking and road safety); and local road maintenance
and bridge-strengthening schemes.

BEST VALUE IN PLANNING

As part of the Labour government’s commitment to modernise local government, a
consultation document was released in July 1998 entitled Modernising Local
Government: In Touch With the People (DETR, 1998a). At the heart of this paper
was a proposal to introduce the concept of ‘best value’ in the Local Government
Act 1999. Best value is intended to concentrate local authorities’ minds on service
delivery and quality. It was proposed that local authorities would possess a duty to
deliver services to clear standards – covering both cost and quality – by the most
effective, economic and efficient means available. In carrying out this duty, local
authorities would be accountable to local people and have a responsibility to
central government in its role as representative of the broader national interest.
Local authorities would set the performance standards for all the services for which
they are responsible. Under best value local people will be clear about the stand-
ards of services which they can expect to receive, and be better able to hold their
councils to account for their record in meeting them.

Best value is also intended to help authorities address cross-cutting issues
facing citizens and communities, such as community safety or sustainable develop-
ment, which may be beyond the reach of a single service or service provider. These
issues can only be tackled successfully with co-operation between partners and a
shared understanding of the outcomes that need to be achieved. The community
leadership role proposed for local councils gives them an opportunity to shape the
agenda across the board, so that efforts are focused and combined effectively. The
government has been of the opinion that one of the most significant causes of
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failure to achieve a best value service is the lack of consideration of how resources
are used in relation to common objectives. Best value is intended to support
improved performance measurement when local authority services need to be
integrated with those delivered by other public or private agencies and service
providers. Planning, and the development control service in particular, would be
directly affected by this change (see Thomas and Lo Piccolo, 2000, for an early
assessment in relation to race issues within planning).

PLANNING: DELIVERING A FUNDAMENTAL CHANGE

There had been very little about the planning system in the Labour Party’s mani-
festo in 2001 but it was clear by the summer of that year that a changed agenda
was evident in government. In 1998, the McKinsey Institute had published a report
arguing for the planning system to be deregulated (McKinsey Global Institute,
1998), and highlighted the fact that local authorities were inefficient in delivering
planning for business and economic growth in words not too dissimilar from those
of Conservative ministers in the mid-1980s. The appointment of Lord Falconer as
the new planning minister in June 2001 suggested that the Prime Minister himself
had recognised that a problem existed and entrusted changing planning to his
friend and colleague.

The government has announced that it intends to reform the town and
country planning system by 2002–3 and, with this target in mind, released a Green
Paper for consultation in December 2001, entitled Planning: Delivering a Funda-
mental Change (DTLR, 2001b), setting out its proposals. The principal changes
outlined include:

• the abolition of structure plans, local plans and unitary development plans;
• the introduction of Local Development Frameworks that contain core policies

and more detailed action plans for smaller areas of change, and a Statement
of Community Involvement;

• Action Plans would comprise area master plans, neighbourhood or village
plans, design statements, and site development briefs;

• enhanced links between local authorities’ Community Strategies (already
being prepared under the Local Government Act 2000) and land use plan-
ning;

• the replacement of Regional Planning Guidance with Regional Spatial Strat-
egies that would be statutory documents, and sub-regional strategies where
necessary;

• focusing national planning policy on issues of national and regional interest;
• allowing local authorities to charge for aspects of the pre-application devel-

opment control service;

80 The planning process



• encouraging masterplanning for specific sites;
• increasing community involvement;
• introducing delivery contracts between local planning authorities and devel-

opers for large development proposals;
• establishing stronger enforcement powers;
• introducing new Business Planning Zones where planning is deregulated.

The implications for national, regional and local planning policy formulation
and implementation will be addressed in Chapter 5. It is worth noting here,
however, that these proposals amount to a radical rethink of the town and country
planning system. Of particular interest is the abolition of structure plans (and, by
implication, most of the planning policy functions over development plan formula-
tion) and restricting national planning policy to issues of national and regional
importance. The planning paper, in addition to responding to business interests
with deregulation of the system for certain areas (mirroring the Enterprise and Sim-
plified Planning Zone concept introduced by the Conservatives in the 1980s), also
expects planning to perform a stronger role in community problems and policy-
making, and this is certainly a marked and welcome contrast to the operation of the
system over most of the last 30 years. Two separate consultation documents were
also released simultaneously, dealing with national infrastructure projects (DTLR,
2001a) and planning gain (DTLR, 2001c). Scotland is already processing its own
reform of planning (see Scottish Executive, 2001), and the National Assembly for
Wales released its own Green Paper in early 2002.

Conclusions

Like the Conservatives before them, New Labour have – at times – possessed an
ambivalent if not suspicious attitude towards planning. This derives from the
government’s emphasis on economic growth and its perception (rightly or wrongly)
that planning inhibits this. The limited agenda that existed for planning prior to 1
May 1997 concerned providing a far more strategic role for planning through con-
stitutional change, and it is interesting to note that many of the proposed changes
during Labour’s first parliament of 1997–2001 (household growth projections and
an integrated transport strategy, for example) were either by-products of wider
changes or thrust upon the government by events.

Similar patterns of reaction can be viewed between Labour and the Conserv-
atives over a desire to transfer planning policy responsibilities – and thus the onus
of decision-making – from central government to local district councils. This
occurred in the latter 1980s (dubbed ‘local choice’) and is mirrored by the transfer
of responsibility from central government to the regional level in the latter 1990s.
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This reaction, that does not necessarily democratise the regions directly but rather
provides for more transparency in existing processes, could be termed ‘regional
choice’. In both cases, the government is attempting to shed a degree of respons-
ibility for taking planning decisions that could potentially alienate a supporting
faction of its political party. Ironically, the conflict of interests that Labour is having
to contend with in the latter 1990s are the same as those that caused problems for
the Conservatives a decade earlier: the development industry and the shire resid-
ents, although this latter group has now been strengthened through the concomi-
tant support of the environmental lobby.

Other changes have been driven by all-too-familiar concerns: an overt
concern with procedures, speed and efficiency, to the detriment of concern for
planning outcomes. Although Labour has now lost its anti-environmental label, to a
degree, there still remains a gulf between the rhetoric of environmental protection
and planning policy formulation that by its very nature has to reconcile economic
development, regional inward investment, commercial and retailing venture, with
sustainability agendas. Constitutional reform and regional planning agendas may
not be the panacea the government is suggesting, since this level of governance
will similarly face difficult choices and face pressures between vested interest
groups. Such a regional renaissance will also contribute towards a gradual wither-
ing-away of national policy co-ordination and its replacement with fragmentation
and regional competition, a process not helped by the most recent proposals to
reform national planning policy (DTLR, 2001b) and the divorce of planning, trans-
port and environmental policy-making between three separate central government
departments in June 2002. Planning is now housed within the ‘Office of the Deputy
Prime Minister’. So much for policy integration and coordination.
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CHAPTER 5

NATIONAL, REGIONAL AND LOCAL PLANNING
POLICY RELATIONSHIPS

Introduction

Chapters 3 and 4 considered the planning polity from a political ideological and
government policy perspective. This chapter, by comparison, assesses the relation-
ships between government tiers from a purely planning policy perspective. It
focuses on the relationship between central government planning policy and policy
formulated at other tiers.

The provision of national planning guidance from central government to local
authorities and property developers to shape urban land use policy and practice
has been a feature of the planning system in Britain since the 1940s. This guid-
ance, however, has not been released in any consistent form and has occasionally
been subject to criticism by commentators. While the original post-war role of
national planning advice was to provide strategic direction (Switzer, 1984), central
government has modified its planning remit and has recently utilised its land use
obligation to set parameters on detailed planning control and policy matters at the
local level. The nature of central government intervention in local land use matters
has therefore changed over time. The current form of national advice in England,
Scotland and Wales is contained within the series of national planning policy guid-
ance notes: Planning Policy Guidance in England (PPGs); National Planning Policy
Guidelines in Scotland (NPPGs); and Planning Policy Wales (PPW). This chapter
considers the role and significance of national planning policy in planning practice
at the local district authority level of policy-making and determination, particularly in
relation to the introduction of recent planning legislation.

The rationale for undertaking this approach is a belief that as the nature of
central government involvement in the planning process has changed over time to
reflect current concerns (such as the local environmental agenda), so too has the
methods employed by the central state to secure consistency, certainty and con-
tinuity in planning policy execution. The chapter is structured to reflect these argu-
ments. Following an introduction to central government’s role in providing national
planning direction, an assessment is made of the changes to statutory planning
since 1990. Issues relating to the reorientation of statutory planning between the
Major and Blair governments leads us to consider more theoretical questions – in
particular, whether the flexible or discretionary nature of planning practice in Britain



has been fundamentally shifted as a result of the governments’ quest for certainty.
Since certainty formed the underlying tenet to statutory changes to the planning
system after 1990 and found policy expression through national planning guid-
ance, British planning could now be situated at the juncture of an unhappy ideo-
logical conflict between the discretionary nature of British planning (enshrined in
professionalism and reflected in each-case-on-its-merits planning control) and the
more certain, less pragmatic forms of statutory planning (follow-the-plan planning
control operated after 1992). Greater regulatory controls exercised by central
government over local government functions during the 1990s through legislation
and national guidance documents have resulted in uncertainty within the planning
profession. National guidance has formed a linchpin in bringing about this conflict.

The chapter therefore considers the two opposing ideological components of
the statutory planning policy process now existing. Particular attention will be paid
to assessing whether central government planning legislation and guidance has
enhanced or ameliorated the distinction between the prescribed (‘this is what
should be done’, reflecting rule of law ideology) and the pragmatic (‘this is what
could be done’). The chapter goes on to suggest that the increase in central
government guidance to local planning authorities, coupled with the legislative
requirements of the Planning and Compensation Act 1991, has led to an ideo-
logical conflict in the operation of statutory planning that involves issues related to
administrative law, professionalism, and flexibility and certainty. Finally, the chapter
will be drawn towards some conclusions about the extent and direction of change
and what factors, if any, have influenced this. The discussion ends by utilising the
theoretical arguments to address practical planning policy issues.

Central Government’s Role in Providing
Consistency and Direction

The British land use planning process has changed very little since its statutory
inception in the 1940s. Planning is primarily restricted to considering land use
issues through the management and co-ordination of policy at various levels of
administration by a variety of agencies and actors. Implicit to the operation of the
land use planning system is a national co-ordinating level, where the social, eco-
nomic and environmental needs of spatial areas can be addressed in an integrated
way. Although this suggests that planning can only be operated effectively when
land use issues are considered strategically (Bruton and Nicholson, 1985; Rowan-
Robinson et al., 1987; Breheny, 1991), the provision of a national element of stra-
tegic co-ordination by the central state is an essential ingredient in physical
development. As Diamond (1979) has remarked, strategic planning sets out a
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frame of reference for the organisation of planning at the lower tiers of administra-
tion. The planning process is managed and implemented by national and local tiers
of government and is hierarchical in policy framework (Tewdwr-Jones, 1994a).
Although there has never been a national physical plan in England, Scotland and
Wales, central government has always provided a clear approach in determining
and promoting planning policy to be operated across the various spatial areas.
Rather than developing a statutory national physical plan, the government has pre-
ferred to rely on a system of discretion rather than prescription, a process where
central government sets down the legal framework and broad policy for local
government to interpret.

When Britain was in the throes of the Second World War and the country
was concerned about how it should commence rebuilding itself, physically,
economically and socially, central government was charged with taking a lead in
providing strong national direction and co-ordination. Indeed, it was during this
period that planning was formally given a role in bringing about physical change, a
response to the recognition of starting anew and that those changes could only be
co-ordinated by the state. One of the first pieces of planning-related legislation that
emerged in Britain to secure this national planning lead was the Minister of Town
and Country Planning Act 1943. Under the provisions of this Act, a central govern-
ment minister was charged with overall responsibility for development, environ-
mental protection and physical rebuilding, and these essentially became the core
building blocks upon which statutory land use planning was based. The minister
was charged with the duty of ‘securing consistency and continuity in the framing
and execution of a national policy with respect to the use and development of land
throughout England and Wales’ (Section 1). The role of central government in
overseeing a national policy approach to physical planning, and to ensure that
national policy was implemented by government planning agencies, was therefore
placed at the heart of the emerging statutory planning legislation. Whether the
framers of this statute intended to extend this duty to detailed local planning
matters at this time, in addition to strategic direction, however, is difficult to deter-
mine.

The duty on the part of central government for land use planning has been
fulfilled by successive planning ministers over the last 60 years. Different ministers,
and governments of different political persuasions, have utilised this obligation to
define the role of the planning system by a variety of methods, including direct
intervention in local planning issues, providing national policy advice and passing
planning-related legislation. Although Section 1 of the 1943 Act was repealed in
1970 (when the office of Secretary of State for the Environment was created), the
duty of central government in planning has not changed drastically since the post-
war period. However, the interpretation of the duty has modified according to how
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interventionist planning ministers have been when in office. In 1958 Enoch Powell,
as planning minister, was questioned on the role of the minister’s duty as set out in
the 1943 Act, and provided a characteristically terse answer by stating: ‘You must
regard those words as a piece of flotsam left on the beach by the receding tide of
post-war optimism’ (quoted in Switzer, 1984: 74).

The exact role of central government in planning has therefore been modified;
following the rebuilding of the British economy in the 1950s, there was no need for
a minister of the crown to frame national policy on planning since local government
agencies (charged with implementing land use planning at the local scale) could
co-ordinate and develop future physical land use change by negotiating with devel-
opers and the public without the necessity of involving heavy central state inter-
vention. However, as the British economy has ebbed and flowed in the period
since, central government has retained its overriding duty to intervene in the land
use planning system to achieve both economic recovery and to reflect party polit-
ical mandates, but not consistently. This explains why there has never been a con-
sistent form of policy documentation to reflect central government’s planning
agenda.

The various devices utilised by central government ministers to amend or
change planning practice have included the introduction of planning-related legis-
lation, the issuing of policy advice (particularly in government White Papers,
departmental circulars and guidance notes), providing planning decisions
(through central government call-in applications and the appeals process), and
through ministerial speeches. This chapter considers one form of central govern-
ment’s legitimate remit in land use planning: the role of national planning policy
guidance notes, as amended by recent legislation. The principal form of central
government planning advice in England and Wales at the present time is the
series of Planning Policy Guidance Notes (PPGs). This chapter considers the role
of PPGs in the British planning process within the context of the distinction
between strategic national direction in policy formulation and detailed local plan-
ning policy preparation. Although discussion will be restricted to the 1980s and
1990s, the present form of central government planning policy will be analysed in
the context of the changing role of national planning strategies and the changing
nature of central government’s planning mandate. Particular attention will be
devoted to assessing the relationship between central government planning
policy and locally prepared development plans under the current principal legisla-
tion, the 1990 Town and Country Planning Act as amended by the 1991 Planning
and Compensation Act.
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National Planning Policy as a Function of Central
Government

Central government national planning statements in England, Scotland and Wales
currently manifest themselves in circulars, and other types of statements peculiar
to each country. Within England there are Planning Policy Guidance Notes
(PPGs), Minerals Planning Guidance Notes (MPGs), and Development Control
Policy Notes (DCPNs). Ministerial speeches and statements may also be regarded
as material considerations on certain occasions, particularly where they are
accompanied by a departmental press release.

In Scotland, a series of separate National Planning Guidelines (NPGs) – addi-
tional to Scottish Office circulars – have been used to form national strategic direc-
tion in land use matters since 1974. Their origin stems from a select committee on
land resource use in Scotland (House of Commons Select Committee on Scottish
Affairs, 1972; referred to by Rowan-Robinson et al. (1987: 371)), and they have
been widely applauded for their strategic direction and coverage (Lyddon, 1985;
Rowan-Robinson and Lloyd, 1991; Raemakers et al., 1995; Lloyd, 1996). Although
they have been modified over the last 20 years, from 1991 onwards they have been
referred to in Scotland as National Planning Policy Guidelines which Hayton (1996)
has suggested is a retrogressive move towards the English and Welsh PPG model.
A series of Planning Advice Notes (PANs) supplements the NPPGs.

In Wales, central government planning guidance has been released jointly
with the Department of the Environment-formulated English guidance, although
there have been some exceptions, notably Circular 30/86 on housing for senior
management (Welsh Office, 1986) and Circular 53/88 on the Welsh language
(Welsh Office, 1988b). For the most part, circulars and Planning Policy Guidance
Notes have been released under the names of both the Secretaries of State for the
Environment and for Wales. However, following the appointment of John Redwood
as Welsh Secretary in 1993, no further planning guidance was released in Wales
until 1996, when all existing PPGs were replaced by just two documents: Planning
Guidance Wales Planning Policy and Unitary Development Plans (Welsh Office,
1996a, 1996b) (see Chapter 9 for further discussion). After 1999, the documents
were renamed Planning Policy Wales and are supplemented by a series of Tech-
nical Advice Notes (TANs) focusing on more detailed issues.

Central government has possessed an overriding duty to secure consistency
and continuity in the planning policy process since 1943 and has utilised circulars
and planning policy guidance to reflect changing political and administrative needs.
These changes have dictated the form and extent of central government inter-
vention in local planning policy concerns over the last 50 years. Given the
timescale involved, and as a reflection of political realities, this section reviews



central government’s planning role in and over the activities of local government in
three phases: 1968 to 1987, when circulars were used to provide guidance on the
two-tier structure and local plan system; 1988 to 1991, the first period of Planning
Policy Guidance Notes; and 1992 to 2002, the period that marked the introduc-
tion of the plan-led Planning and Compensation Act 1991 and the statutory recog-
nition of the environmental agenda and its subsequent integration into the second
period of Planning Policy Guidance Notes. The period since 1997 has seen the
situation amended slightly by devolution and decentralisation across Britain, and
the revision of some existing documents.

1968 TO 1987

Until 1988, central government planning statements were released in England and
Wales through a series of departmental circulars, concentrating on a mixture of
policy, procedural and legal issues. During the 1970s and 1980s, central govern-
ment utilised circulars to inform local authorities of the appropriate contents of
structure and local plans and in the use of statutory plans for development control
purposes.

Both Circular 55/77 Memorandum on Structure and Local Plans (DoE,
1977) and Circular LP1/78 The Form and Content of Local Plans (DoE, 1978)
were issued as clear guidance to local planning authorities in their detailed opera-
tion of planning policy, and further warns that if the circulars are not followed
central government would have the right to overturn refusals and conditions for
planning permission on appeal. Healey (1983) suggests that the general tone is
directive rather than advisory and sets down an element of firmness on local plan-
ning authority procedures. While this was recognised as a potential threat to the
autonomy of local government, Healey believes that the firmness by central govern-
ment was undermined by two factors. First, central government guidance had also
stated that the planning legislation was to permit a ‘flexible approach to cater for
differing local needs, circumstances and resources’ (DoE, 1978: para. 3). If local
authorities followed this guidance, flexibility permitted an alternative line to be taken
against central government guidance if local circumstances justified it. Second, if
local authorities did act against the advice of central government, there was some
uncertainty as to whether the government would intervene in local policy-making.
Although Healey states that the formal powers of central government intervention
are treated as a last resort (DoE, 1977: para. 3.23), intervention in local plans was
increasing in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

Following the election of the Conservative government in 1979, civil servants
started to draft the legislation that subsequently became the Local Government,
Planning and Land Act 1980. Immediately, the government released a White Paper
entitled Central Government Controls Over Local Authorities (HM Government,

88 The planning process



1979) that emphasised their commitment to reducing central government control
over local planning matters to permit local authorities more ‘local discretion and
autonomy’ and ‘better value for money’ (ibid., para. 11). The White Paper proposed
curbing central controls over certain areas and revising administratively more
complex areas of the legislation. The principal proposals were to repeal:

1 Power to require preparation or amendment of development plan schemes
and to prescribe their contents and procedures.

2 Specification of content of local plans by direction.
3 Prescription of availability for inspectors of local plans other than at a local

office.
4 Prescription of content of public participation-statement.
5 The requirement that the adoption of a local plan must be delayed until the

structure plan is approved (ibid., paras. 8–9).

Healey (1983) remarks that the proposals mark a retreat from the earlier
increase in central government concern with content and a reduction in interfer-
ence in local authority discretion, although McAuslan (1981) states that this
‘bonfire of controls’ constituted quite the opposite of an increase in local discretion
and autonomy. If anything, the proposals of the White Paper and the subsequent
legislation amended central government intervention in local planning, as ministers
became preoccupied with speeding-up plan-making and releasing a greater
amount of land for development. Healey (1983) suggests that it seems likely that
ministers would have wished to abolish structure and local plans altogether but
were persuaded by civil servants to retain them with regard for the need for ‘con-
sistency and continuity’ in planning policy.

The 1980 Act weakened the position of structure plans in the planning
system since district councils could adopt their local plans with or without the
approval of county councils. While this may have expedited cumbersome adminis-
trative procedures, the weakening of the strategic policy-making element also
weakened central government’s position since the neat, concise ‘top-down’ nature
of planning policy was interrupted. Following the enactment of the legislation, it
became apparent that if central government was going to retain a strategic interest
in securing consistency and continuity in planning policy, and if structure plans
were now rather weak planning tools, greater attention would have to be focused
by central government on monitoring the content of local planning documents. This
monitoring exercise was actually concerned with ensuring that local plans ade-
quately reflected the interests of property developers, were up to date and respon-
sive to the market, operated efficiently, and contained policies that were solely
related to land use. Healey concisely provides an overview of the position in the
early to mid-1980s:
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Central government, at both political and administrative level, thus commonly

portrays local authorities in the planning field as ‘inefficient’. No doubt they

sometimes are. However, this position ignores the possibility that local

authorities may have different political priorities from those of central

government when using the tool of a local plan.

(Healey, 1983: 80)

In the mid-1980s a committee of inquiry appointed by the Nuffield Foundation to
consider the land use planning process in Britain highlighted ‘a need for concise
and consistent statements of national policy where national issues are at stake in
questions of land use and development’ (Nuffield Foundation, 1986: 160–1). The
inquiry highlighted the fact that England and Wales did not possess consistent
strategic national planning statements, other than in departmental circulars, and
the committee was particularly impressed by the series of NPGs produced in Scot-
land. The aim of national planning statements in England and Wales would be:

• to identify and to define the kinds of development which may raise national
issues relevant to land use planning;

• to set out the national aspects of land use which should be taken into
account by local planning authorities in their development plans;

• to suggest where there may be a need for interim development control pol-
icies in relation to national issues;

• to explain the criteria which form the basis for directions requiring certain
planning applications to be notified to the Secretary of State.

The committee called for a clear distinction to be made between the issuing of
national policy, as opposed to national guidance. Examples of national statements
might involve covering such issues as energy installations, defence installations,
transport infrastructure, major manufacturing plant and large new settlements.

The British government also recognised the value of national planning direc-
tion in land use planning. In a 1986 Green Paper, The Future of Development
Plans, the government gave a commitment to continue releasing departmental cir-
culars and ministerial statements ‘as an important influence on the formulation of
proposals in development plans’ (DoE/Welsh Office, 1986: 13). It is interesting to
note here a different perception of the role of national planning direction between
the government and the Nuffield committee’s recommendations. Nuffield (1986)
called for strategic direction on planning issues affecting national interests and for
the government to state its planning policy objectives clearly, possibly in the spirit
of the continuity and consistency remit inherent in the 1943 Minister of Town and
Country Planning Act. But the government was more concerned with a monitoring
role for national policy advice, where government planning objectives filtered down
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the government policy hierarchy to the local level. At this time, the government
firmly identified a role for national advice in detailed procedural and local policy
issues. Academic commentators, too, also called for national strategic planning
direction in England and Wales. Bruton and Nicholson (1985), reflecting
Diamond’s (1979) suggestions, advocated a hierarchy of levels of planning policy
‘where the level above constrains the planning of the level below and conversely is
itself constrained by the level above’ (p. 25), while Rowan-Robinson et al. (1987)
also recommended the extension of the Scottish model of national planning guide-
lines to England and Wales.

1988 TO 1991

In January 1988, in response to the calls for national planning statements and as
an acknowledgement of the need for national strategic direction in land use plan-
ning, the government issued the first in a series of Planning Policy Guidance
Notes (PPGs) for England and Wales; Scotland would retain its separate NPG
series. The aim of the PPGs would be to ‘provide guidance on general and spe-
cific aspects of planning policy’ and were ‘intended to provide concise and prac-
tical guidance on planning policies, in clearer and more accessible form than in
Departmental circulars, in the earlier series of Development Control Policy Notes
(DCPNs) and in other statements’ (DoE/Welsh Office, 1988). Nine documents
were originally released covering the following issues: General Policy and Prin-
ciples; Green Belts; Land for Housing; Industrial and Commercial Development
and Small Firms; Simplified Planning Zones; Major Retail Development; Rural
Enterprise and Development; Telecommunications, and Strategic Guidance for
the South East. No justification was made why these topics were selected rather
than any other planning matters and no indication was given over what timescale
they would apply or be reviewed. The first three documents in a separate ‘Miner-
als Planning Guidance’ series were also published at this time. The government
stated that these documents would in future provide the principal national policy
advice; circulars, although retained, would focus on legislative and procedural
matters.

In the White Paper The Future of Development Plans, published in January
1989 (HM Government, 1989), the government stated that the first PPG docu-
ments had been ‘generally welcomed’ and would be ‘extended to cover other
policy matters from time to time’ (para. 2.3) (see Table 5.1). From this period, the
government viewed the PPG series as a vital component of the planning frame-
work, a strategic system of policy documentation that extended across national,
regional, county and local levels. Each of these policy levels, according to the then
chief planning adviser at the Department of the Environment, was ‘intended to
interlock as far as possible to make up a coherent whole’ (Wilson, 1990: 85). In
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addition to the national dimension, the government also advocated the establish-
ment of a Regional Planning Guidance (RPG) series of publications. The purpose
of RPGs would be to interpret national planning guidance to provide the framework
for the preparation of local authorities’ development plans at the local spatial scale.
Although RPGs would be released under the name of the Secretary of State for
the Environment, they would be prepared jointly by local authorities in each of the
regions and would be the subject of monitoring by each of the Department of the
Environment/Welsh Office regional offices (see Table 5.2).

The strategic function of national planning advice has therefore been recog-
nised as part of the overriding duty on the part of central government planning
ministers. But in addition to providing national strategic direction, PPGs and
RPGs could also be useful in providing guidance on local policy concerns to

Table 5.1 National planning policy in England

PPG1 General Policy and Principles (1997)
PPG2 Green Belts (1995)
PPG3 Housing (2000)
PPG4 Industrial and Commercial Development and Small Firms (1992)
PPG5 Simplified Planning Zones (1992)
PPG6 Town Centres and Retail Development (1996)
PPG7 The Countryside – Environmental Quality and Economic and Social 

Development (1997)
PPG8 Telecommunications (2001)
PPG9 Nature Conservation (1994)
PPG10 Planning and Waste Management (1997)
PPG11 Regional Planning (2000)
PPG12 Development Plans (1999)
PPG13 Transport (1994)
PPG14 Development on Unstable Land (1990)
PPG15 Planning and the Historic Environment (1994)
PPG16 Archaeology and Planning (1990)
PPG17 Sport and Recreation (1991)
PPG18 Enforcing Planning Control (1991)
PPG19 Outdoor Advertisement Control (1992)
PPG20 Coastal Planning (1992)
PPG21 Tourism (1992)
PPG22 Renewable Energy (1993)
PPG23 Planning and Pollution Control (1994)
PPG24 Planning and Noise (1994)
PPG25 Development and Flood Risk (2001)

Source: Department for Transport Local Government and the Regions.
These documents may be downloaded from http://www.planning.odpm.gov.uk/ppg/index.htm
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achieve a convenient way of monitoring the planning system across various
spatial scales and thereby ensure that a high degree of uniformity would be
achieved in planning practice across local authority decision-making (Tewdwr-
Jones, 1994c). National planning direction can therefore be effective to achieve
both strategic overview and local consistency, since it can be used to react to
land use problems and to reflect changing political priorities between different
governments and ministers, without the necessity to instigate long and complex
legislative changes. For example, the 1971 Town and Country Planning Act was
implemented over a 20-year period by five separate Conservative and Labour gov-
ernments, but was supplemented by a series of departmental circulars reflecting
policy changes. The role of national planning guidance in England and Wales has
thus been described as ‘achieving important shifts in planning policy with the
least possible fuss’ (Nott and Morgan, 1984: 623). The documents offer policy
advice in relation to land use planning on different aspects of planning in general
terms to a variety of audiences. They are neither statutory nor legally binding on
the people or agencies who use them, nor should their wording normally be
subject to intense scrutiny by the courts. However, PPGs can take on the form of
influential policy directives since their contents affect all planning functions (policy
formulation and implementation) operating at every level of planning administra-
tion. They are ‘the muscle, or sinew, that holds together the skeleton of the plan-
ning system’ (Chapman, 1995).

Scotland revised its series of national policy statements from 1991 onwards
when the NPGs were replaced with National Planning Policy Guidelines (NPPGs).
There are currently 19 in the series (see Table 5.3).

Table 5.2 Regional planning policy in England

RPG1 Northern Region (2001)
RPG3 London (1996)
RPG3A London–Strategic Views (1991)
RPG3B/9B Thames (1997)
RPG6 Regional Planning Guidance for East Anglia to 2016 (2000)
RPG8 Regional Planning Guidance for the East Midlands (2002)
RPG9 Regional Planning Guidance for the South East (2001)
RPG10 Regional Planning Guidance for the South West (2001)
RPG11 Regional Planning Guidance for the West Midlands (1998)
RPG12 Regional Planning Guidance for Yorkshire and The Humber (2001)
RPG13 Regional Planning Guidance for the North West (1996)

Documents published since 2000 are replacement drafts to existing notes. All other notes are
subject to revision.
These documents may be downloaded from http://www.planning.odpm.gov.uk/rpg/index.htm
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1992 TO 2002

In the 14 years since 1988, the government has issued a further 28 PPGs includ-
ing revising 14 existing documents (see Table 5.1). The vast majority of these revi-
sions reflected the environmental agenda and the government’s commitment to the
concept of sustainability as outlined in the Environmental Protection Act 1990 and
the This Common Inheritance paper (HM Government, 1990).

Wales decided to go its own way in 1995 with the preparation of Planning
Guidance Wales, consolidating the policy statements across 24 policy guidance
notes into just two documents: one covering development plan preparation and the
other dealing with policy issues. A separate series of Technical Advice Notes sup-
plemented the two documents. This has meant that where the government has
changed its policy on certain substantive disciplines, it has been necessary to
revise the whole document rather than focus in on a key policy statement. Devolu-
tion to Wales in 1999 resulted in another change with the publication of a replace-
ment policy note, Planning Policy Wales, issued in 1999 and, at the time of writing,
the National Assembly for Wales is about to publish a third revision. After 2002 it

Table 5.3 National planning policy in Scotland

NPPG1 The Planning System (2000)
NPPG2 Business and Industry (1993)
NPPG3 Land for Housing (1996)
NPPG4 Land for Mineral Working (1994)
NPPG5 Archaeology and Planning (1994)
NPPG6 Renewable Energy Developments (2000)
NPPG7 Planning and Flooding (1995)
NPPG8 Town Centres and Retailing (1998)
NPPG9 The Provision of Roadside Facilities on Motorways and Other Trunk 

Roads in Scotland (1996)
NPPG10 Planning and Waste Management (1996)
NPPG11 Sport, Physical Recreation and Open Space (1996)
NPPG12 Skiing Developments (1997)
NPPG13 Coastal Planning (1997)
NPPG14 Natural Heritage (1998)
NPPG15 Rural Development (1999)
NPPG16 Opencast Coal and Related Minerals (2001)
NPPG17 Transport and Planning (1999)
NPPG18 Planning and the Historic Environment (1999)
NPPG19 Radio Telecommunications (2001)

Source: Scottish Executive.
These documents may be downloaded from http://www.scotland.gov.uk/planning
A series of Planning Advice Notes supplements the documents.
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is proposed to issue Supplemental Policy Statements on certain relevant topics
where a policy change is advocated, rather than release a complete revision to
Planning Policy Wales (see Table 5.4).

As the product of Conservative governments between 1988 and 1997, the
PPGs reflect dominant party political ideology. When Labour was voted to office in
1997, a complete revision of all 22 PPGs was possible. This has not occurred,
although certain statements have been revised – including those for housing, trans-
port, and development plans. Three new PPGs have been introduced into the
series, however: PPG10 ‘Planning and Waste Management’, PPG11 ‘Regional
Planning’, and PPG25 ‘Development and Flood Risk’.

The current PPG series is viewed, en bloc, as the national planning policy
framework in England. The use of these documents in planning practice has rarely
been assessed by researchers. Professional officers’ attitudes towards central
state planning guidance has, however, been generally positive (Insight Social
Research, 1989; DoE, 1995; Tewdwr-Jones, 1997c), although certain documents
and certain statements within some PPGs have attracted criticism (e.g. House of
Commons Welsh Affairs Committee, 1993). PPGs do feature prominently in the
planning decision-making processes at a local level (Tewdwr-Jones, 1994b), thus
reflecting the extent of influence national statements can have at the local spatial
scale.

The government commissioned a research project to consider the effective-
ness of Planning Policy Guidance Notes in 1994. The project, undertaken by Land
Use Consultants, assessed local planning authorities’ attitudes towards the pro-
cedural effectiveness of the PPG series as a tool for disseminating policy guid-
ance. They reported in the following year (DoE, 1995), and the overall conclusions
of the research found that:

• PPGs had assisted greatly in ensuring a more consistent approach to the
formulation of development plan policies and the determination of planning
applications and appeals;

• the approach of the documents closely reflect the government’s planning
policy priorities as they are set out in PPGs;

Table 5.4 National planning policy in Wales

Planning Guidance Wales: Planning Policy (2002)
Planning Guidance Wales: Unitary Development Plans (1996)
Minerals Planning Policy Wales (2000)

These documents may be downloaded from http://www.wales.gov.uk/subiplanning/
A series of Technical Advice Notes supplements the documents.



• PPGs are a remarkably effective means of disseminating national planning
policy priorities;

• PPGs have yet to make clear how the planning system can help to secure the
objectives of sustainable development;

• there is scope to increase the operational effectiveness of the PPG series.

While the results of this research provide an invaluable assessment of the planning
policy process in operation, it is unfortunate that, as a government-sponsored
project, no attention was paid to the merit of the PPG series against any other form
of national strategic direction. The research was solely concerned with the use of
the documents in practice. Since this results in a gap in the literature and assess-
ment, this chapter goes on to provide a brief review of the merit of the PPG series
before discussing some detailed research questions.

Although there is no legal duty on the part of local authorities to follow the
guidance contained within the documents, the government does possess a policy
requirement for local authorities to take national planning advice into account when
undertaking policy and decision-making duties. As the first national document,
PPG1 ‘General Policy and Principles’, makes clear,

where such statements indicate the weight that should be given to relevant

considerations, decision-makers must have proper regard to them. If decision-

makers elect not to follow relevant statements of the Government’s planning

policy they must give clear and convincing reasons.

(DoE/Welsh Office, 1992b, para. 21)

Central government policy requirement is consequently clear: local planning
authorities must follow the statements within PPGs in carrying out their planning
duties. If they wish to depart from established government policies they will have to
demonstrate comprehensively the locally justified grounds for departure. As a
result of this requirement, planning practitioners seem uncertain of the exact status
of PPGs in the planning system. For example, on what occasions can local circum-
stances outweigh national policy? It has been illustrated in research that local plan-
ners accept PPGs as statements of government policy, and welcome informed
guidance on a variety of substantive areas associated with town and country plan-
ning (Insight Social Research, 1989). However, there still appears to be too much
room for debate and interpretation of their legal standing. Particular concern has
been raised on the cumbersome wording of some of the more recent PPGs (see
for example the Welsh Affairs Committee Report and their consideration of ‘the
personal needs of the applicant’, House of Commons Welsh Affairs Committee,
1993, para. 24).

According to the then head of the development plans and policies division
of the Department of the Environment, the release of too many PPGs to guide
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decision-makers would cause ‘policy gridlock’ (Wakeford, 1993), adding that the
ministerial bottom-line for the number of PPGs would be a maximum of 22 (we
are already at 25). The nature of topics covered by PPGs during the last ten
years has varied between detailed development control policies and more
general strategic issues such as transport and retailing. Some topics have been
addressed in great detail, however, including those PPGs for telecommunica-
tions, archaeology, sport, and noise. It is interesting to note that there are no
plans at the present time to release guidance on other matters, despite the
changing requirements of developers and the necessary policy response from
local planning authorities over time. The government has never provided any jus-
tification why particular topics have been covered by PPGs and why other issues
do not warrant guidance. Local planning authorities are requesting more guid-
ance on a broad range of topics and these have included disabled access, urban
design, urban policy, and economic development. The government is, however,
resisting these calls.

On translating PPGs into local plan policies, because of the uncertainty exist-
ing over the combination of broad and detailed policies within PPGs, local planning
authorities do not know whether to slavishly adhere to the wording of PPGs or
merely follow the broad policy. Paragraph 21 of PPG1 stipulates that the govern-
ment expects PPGs to be followed unless there are very strong grounds to the
contrary, and this is resulting in local planning officers considering PPGs’ senti-
ments to be practically mandatory. There is also a belief within practice that if a
topic or policy issue is included in a development plan which has not received
attention by any current PPG, that policy would be frowned upon by central
government (see the judgement in the British law courts in Regina v. Worthing
Borough Council (1983) by MANN J on Secretary of State guidance where he
declared that, ‘In my judgement it is quite unreal to suppose a local planning
authority would do otherwise than accept the opinion as decisive’, transcript
quoted in The Times, 22 November 1983). The weight afforded to government
policy statements in development control determination and at appeal is often
understated, but has been comprehensively researched over the years (Davies et
al., 1986; Tewdwr-Jones, 1994b). Even under the plan-led system, PPGs can fre-
quently override the contents of local development plans as material considera-
tions.

The Welsh Office and its successor the National Assembly for Wales, the
regional offices of the Department of the Environment (now ODPM), and the Scot-
tish Office and its successor the Scottish Executive, have all been taking an
increasing role in the monitoring of all development plans produced by local
authorities since the implementation of the Planning and Compensation Act 1991
(DoE, 1992b). The planning officers within these regional offices scrutinise all
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plans to ensure consistency with national and regional policies by comparing the
plan contents with an administrative checklist of the key policy requirements of
each PPG. Where a local planning authority has included a policy which is adverse
to this checklist, or has failed to consider a key policy issue, it is the duty of the
officer to inform the local planning authority in the government department’s
response of the policy inconsistencies or conflict. Local planning authorities,
wishing to avoid lengthy policy battles with central government over the most con-
tentious issues, are replicating central government policy in their plans with state-
ments that are easily interpretative for any given situation, and are leaving the
interpretation task to development control officers or supplementary planning guid-
ance (Jones, 1996).

Reconstituting Planning 1: The 1991 Planning and
Compensation Act

In the late 1980s, central government had introduced a hierarchical policy frame-
work but had additionally committed itself to introduce further planning legis-
lative changes. The Planning and Compensation Act 1991 reinforced the role of
the development plan, and thus local authority planning policy following the so-
called appeal-led or market approach of the 1980s (Thornley, 1993). The import-
ance of the statutory plan in the town and country planning system of England,
Scotland and Wales brought a renewed vigour to development plan policy-
making with the requirement for all district authorities to mandatorily prepare
development plans and for decision-makers to base their decisions in accord-
ance with the provisions of the plan, unless other planning considerations indi-
cated otherwise. The move towards a plan-led system was already underway by
the late 1980s, prior to the introduction of the 1991 Act, but the statutory
change heralded the promise of greater local choice and discretion. The plan-led
process did not, however, intend to completely remove the requirement for
central government’s overriding duty in the planning process and there was an
acknowledgement that national planning guidance would still be required in
setting out broad strategic direction (for example, see the comments made by
Sir George Young, the British government’s planning minister to the House of
Commons upon Parliament’s debate of the Planning and Compensation Bill,
Hansard, cols. 501 and 502, 16 May 1991).

The plan-led approach, legitimised by the 1991 Act, is found within Section
26 of the statute. The clause, which became Section 54A of the Town and
Country Planning Act 1990, reads:
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Where in making any determination under the planning Acts regard is to be had

to the development plan, the determination shall be made in accordance with

the plan unless material considerations indicate otherwise.

Following a gestation period where the British courts determined the meaning of
the clause for planning decision-makers (for comprehensive accounts, see Purdue,
1994; Herbert-Young, 1995; MacGregor and Ross, 1995; Gatenby and Williams,
1992, 1996), it is now widely accepted that Section 54A has introduced a pre-
sumption in favour of development proposals that are in conformity with the plan.
The statute does not, however, create a presumption against development which is
contrary to the plan’s policies. This is an entirely different matter.

The policy interpretation of Section 54A was set out within central govern-
ment PPG1 ‘General Policy and Principles’ of March 1992. PPG1 both interprets
the statute and provides policy requirements. So although the note discusses the
statutory tests that have been established, it also reiterates the government’s inter-
pretation of the statutory clauses and provides the political context. Thus, where an
applicant proposes a development that is clearly in conflict with the development
plan, he or she would need to produce convincing reasons to demonstrate why the
plan should not prevail. PPG1 also states that there is a presumption in favour of
development and, as such, the plan can be overruled if there are other material
considerations that indicate otherwise. Such other material considerations include
the relevance of policies, the age of the policies, and whether the proposed devel-
opment would cause demonstrable harm to interests of acknowledged importance.
The presumption in favour of development is an interest of acknowledged import-
ance which indicates that a local planning authority would have to establish clearly
why the objectives of the development plan would be materially affected if develop-
ment was allowed to proceed.

A further material consideration which could indicate otherwise against the
provisions of the local development plan is the extent to which plan policies are
consistent with national and regional objectives. PPG1 states categorically that, ‘if
the development plan is to carry full weight it needs to be up to date and consis-
tent with national and regional policies as well as relevant to the proposal in ques-
tion’ (DoE/Welsh Office, 1992b).

The increased weight afforded to the development plan and local authority
decision-making is therefore not autonomous for the lower tier of government as
we might at first conclude. Local policies have to be consistent with national and
regional policies, and where there is inconsistency developers may use this as
grounds to outweigh the provisions of the local development plan. ‘National and
regional policies’ in this context seems to refer to contents of the Planning and
Regional Planning Guidance Notes (and their Scottish and Welsh equivalents),
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although there is scope to suggest that the term could equally apply to national
macro-economic policies, regional industrial policies, or sectoral policies for land
development. It has never been clearly stated that relevant national and regional
policies are solely contained within land use planning documents. However, since
draft PPGs are today subject to detailed comments by all central government
departments, not solely the Department of the Environment, PPGs should embody
all policy views of the government relating to planning, the environment and eco-
nomic development.

This results in a planning system which is heavily determined, from a policy
point of view, on the priorities of central government and creates uncertainty for
local authorities wishing to take an alternative policy line to the content of national
policy documents. It also raises legitimate questions on whether in fact it creates a
plan-led planning system at all, since plans and policies may over time be regarded
as out-of-date, irrelevant to the development demands of an area, or inconsistent
with central government’s planning policies. Such nuances that have accompanied
the legal and policy requirements of the 1991 Act lead us to question the extent of
this increase in centralised planning policy-making and whether local planning
authorities view this as greater intervention. It is this aspect of the plan-led regime
that prompted the development of the research for this book in the first place.
Questions arise on whether increasing centralisation has emerged by greater use
of the government’s own Planning Policy Guidance Notes – the national policy
statements – and the increased monitoring of local authorities’ planning policies by
the regional offices of the Department of the Environment and within Scotland and
Wales to ensure conformity of local policies to the policies contained within PPGs.
PPG1 (DoE/Welsh Office, 1992b, para. 21), makes clear that if local authorities
formulate policies that are inconsistent with national guidance, and if they then
attempt to base their planning decisions on those local policies, the Secretaries of
State could not guarantee that the local development plan would be afforded
increased weight as a decision-making tool in the spirit of Section 54A. In fact,
judging from the policy requirements stated earlier and the judgements of the
British courts, the likelihood of local policies outweighing national policies seems
extremely unrealistic. The local plan-led label afforded to the new planning system
therefore needs to be described as plan-led, providing there is consistency with
central government policies. As Thornley (1996: 198) has remarked, ‘the local
autonomy that has been awarded local authorities through the “local choice”
approach and the greater importance of development plans has to be regarded as
circumscribed’.
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Reconstituting Planning 2: Delivering a
Fundamental Change

The publication of the Green Paper on the future of the planning system in December
2001 signals further changes to the formulation and issuing of national planning
policy statements in England over the next few years (see Chapters 10 and 11 for dis-
cussion about reforms to planning in Wales and Scotland respectively). As Chapter 4
discussed, the consultation document, Planning: Delivering a Fundamental Change
(DTLR, 2001b) proposed the abolition of structure plans, local plans and unitary
development plans and advocated the preparation of Local Development Frame-
works. At the regional tier, it is proposed for Regional Spatial Strategies to replace
Regional Planning Guidance, and for Sub-Regional Strategies to be prepared where
there is concern about strategic issues in the absence of structure plans.

Changes to the national level of planning policy are also advocated. The
government has suggested that national planning policies should, in future, only
focus on issues of national and regional importance, simplifying the guidance to
remove all non-policy issues, and to concentrate on major sectoral topics. In the
month following the Green Paper’s publication, the government also released two
other consultation documents focusing on planning gain (DTLR, 2001c) and,
important for this discussion, national infrastructure statements (DTLR, 2001a).
This follows widespread criticism within Parliament and external interests on the
inquiry into the proposed fifth terminal at Heathrow Airport, a quasi-legal event that
lasted seven years and cost millions of pounds. The government has been con-
cerned about the length of time taken for these inquiries into major developments
and the finances involved. It has proposed that such major developments in future
could be initiated via Parliamentary legislation.

It seems that, if implemented, the government’s proposals on amending the
national level of planning policy will make this level of the planning polity more
similar to the proposals of academics and the Nuffield Foundation in the mid-
1980s. Whether this would result in the government and government regional
offices taking less interest in monitoring policies of local planning authorities is a
mute point. The consultation documents make it clear that national and regional
policy statements should nevertheless be taken into account in plan preparation
and are material considerations in development control. The national consistency
remit is therefore retained in any proposed legislation enacted in 2002/3.

National Consistency, Local Discretion

The planning process in the UK, unlike much of Western Europe, is considered
to be discretionary as opposed to regulatory. That is to say, the existence of
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legislation supported by government advice and a plethora of case law have
formed the basis of policy- and decision-making capacities. Planning is operated
within the context of administrative powers and administrative flexibility which, in
turn, has provided a great deal of administrative discretion. Planning authorities
have not been dictated to by central government or the courts in following a clear
plan or programme; rather, they have been informed of the relevant material consid-
erations that they must take into account in forming policies or decisions (see
Purdue, 1989; Layfield, 1990; Tewdwr-Jones, 1993). Governments throughout the
last 50 years have consistently held the view that it is impossible to predict all
future scenarios and actions in advance through a grand plan or blueprint. Policies
and plans, where they do exist, can provide an indication of what decisions should
be made, but under the British legal system there is nothing to stop a policy-maker
from ignoring those policies in favour of other more material circumstances. Such
other material considerations might include the views of third parties, environ-
mental protection, or economic need. Indeed, successive British governments have
provided guidance to developers and local planning authorities on what they have
considered to be the most material issues to take into account when forming or
implementing policies, assisted by law judgements that have determined the defini-
tion of material considerations. In addition to reflecting the policy priorities of the
government of the day, the most material considerations can therefore indicate
changing social, economic or environmental considerations within a particular
spatial scale.

Discretionary planning systems are therefore praised for their ability to react
to situations, for being flexible and being devoid of rigid, unadaptable rules. Discre-
tion is concerned with processes, ‘about who decides and with what degrees of
freedom, about the way in which the system legitimates the power to act’ (Booth,
1996: 132). However, the problem with discretionary planning systems is that they
are not particularly accountable. Since there is no legal requirement for decisions
to follow policies axiomatically, each case is determined on its merits. It is
extremely problematical for non-policy or decision-makers to identify how decisions
are likely to be made, a scenario labelled ‘para-planning’ by Booth (1996): policy
that is implicit in the accumulation of individual decisions but is not evident in
formal policy documents. The discretion that is available is usually entrusted to
local politicians or professional planners, but exacerbates uncertainty among users
groups.

Regulatory planning systems have developed primarily in those countries
where written constitutions and administrative law exist. Planning has a clear role in
defining rights and limits to rights of individual property owners. Certainty is guar-
anteed since a blueprint is produced in advance of decisions. A complete state-
ment of what is permissible and what is not is used as a basis for policy
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formulation and implementation; there are no other more material considerations
that could deviate from the stated decision route. The decisions or policies that are
made under this regulatory process are therefore far more administrative in their
operation, relying less on political judgement and, particularly, less on individuals’
discretion. The plan becomes a master plan, taking on more significance as the
sole material consideration, with a greater sense of importance being placed on
certainty, knowing what is going to be acceptable and having the certainty of
receiving a positive decision if technical considerations are fully met. Under both
discretionary and regulatory planning systems, it is the expression of the factors to
be taken into account when formulating policies or making decisions that warrants
attention. Discretionary systems possess policies that permit flexibility and do not
display a rigidness through such phrases as ‘normally’, ‘may’, ‘ought to’, and ‘will
consider’. Regulatory processes are far more positive in their syntax: ‘will/will not’,
‘should/should not’, and ‘can/cannot’. Essentially, discretionary systems are polit-
ical in their operation, while regulatory are administrative.

In Britain it has been the discretionary or flexible nature of planning that has
been a feature of development planning and control since its statutory inception in
1947. No planning permission would be guaranteed in the control of development
and no forward planning policies would automatically be implemented, despite
their prominence in a development plan. This was the legal position up until 1991;
local authorities were encouraged to prepare development plans for their areas but
there was no mandatory legal requirement for their existence nor was there any
certainty that once prepared the policies in the plans would be followed in planning
control. Each case was decided on its merits, taking the existence of local and
national planning policies as two considerations among many. During the 1980s
under the Thatcher governments and the orientation of the planning system to
meet market demands, local authorities were viewed as possessing too much
freedom to intervene in market concerns. Clearly, if the market was allowed to
flourish the conditions had to be created where the role of local authorities in pro-
hibiting or restricting market development was severely curtailed. Rather than
central government introducing legislation that removed local authority planning
powers and allowed the market to operate in a free economy, a move called for by
several commentators at the time (see, for example, Jones, 1982), the government
reduced local planning authority powers to allow the market to take the lead but
within an agenda set out by central government. This had the effect of returning the
power to choose to the grassroots (that is, non-state) level and creating the con-
ditions under which the market could flourish, in accordance with New Right ideo-
logy, but with increased control from the centre (Booth, 1996). Indeed, despite the
threat of abolition, the operation of the statutory planning process had survived
almost in the same format at the end of Margaret Thatcher’s premiership compared
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to the period of her accession in 1979. The changes had been in the control and
emphasis in direction of planning, rather than with its position to contribute to
social, economic and environmental change.

By the late 1980s, as Chris Patten’s ‘local choice’ concept filtered through
national planning policy guidance to local authorities (see Chapter 3), greater
authority was returned to local democratic processes and thus there was a signific-
antly reduced reliance on centralised decision-making. This was legislatively intro-
duced in the Planning and Compensation Act 1991 that had the effect of
introducing the mandatory requirement for local authority-wide local plans and
enhanced the status of the development plan as a decision-making tool. Booth
(1996) has suggested that the change of heart emerged for three reasons: pres-
sure from the rural Conservative-supporting shires against large settlement pro-
posals; pressure from the house-building industry itself to use development plans
to mediate in future housing development, particularly in the south-east of England;
and, perhaps more significantly, as a means to control indirectly the discretionary
powers of local planning authorities against oppositional standpoints from develop-
ers and the public. Essentially, this latter point encompasses the local choice
concept, but Booth is advocating that in addition to using the statutory process to
return planning decisions to the locality, local choice could also be used deliber-
ately by central government to monitor local authorities’ decisions against a
national norm and ensure that greater accountability was introduced for local
authorities’ actions. The discretionary nature of the statutory planning process, the
praised component of British land use planning, was therefore directly threatened
by this greater monitoring and accountability role. Through local authorities being
required to produce up-to-date policies in development plans, the development
industry and local people were ensured greater ‘certainty of outcome’ (Booth,
1996: 90) while the house-building industry was provided with less uncertainty
and delay. With local authorities then being required to follow the policies in the
plan in determining planning applications for development, an element of rule of
law was being introduced that mitigated against discretionary judgement.

For the first time since 1947, central government was strongly advocating the
statutory development plan’s policies as the basis for a clear certain statement of
local authorities’ future decisions. The plan-led process introduced by the 1991
Act requires local authorities to include all relevant policies in the plan for develop-
ment control purposes. Exactly what level of detail should be included in the
policies within these neo-blueprint documents, and how flexible they can be, is a
matter for the law courts. But what is clear in the Act’s inception is an attempt
to generate greater certainty and prescription through legislative as opposed to
policy driven requirement, a concept alien to the discretionary British land use
process. The planning process, and local authorities’ discretion, has always been
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susceptible to guidance from central government on particular substantive areas of
the built and natural environment. In the 1980s in particular, through the release of
circulars and Planning Policy Guidance Notes, the centre imposed a political view
on how local policies should be formulated and decisions made (Davies et al.,
1986; Thornley, 1993; Tewdwr-Jones, 1994a, 1994b). But the Planning and Com-
pensation Act 1991 introduced a legal change, rather than through policy advice,
that enhanced local choice on the one hand and increased the centre’s monitoring
role of local planning authorities’ actions on the other. Any local discretion that
remained following the implementation of the new statutory requirements was now
going to be subject to greater regulatory scrutiny from the centre.

FLEXIBILITY AND THE PLANNING PROCESS

The need for flexibility and responsiveness in the British land use planning process
has been stressed by commentators throughout the last 30 years (e.g. Keeble,
1969; Brindley et al., 1989; Thornley, 1993). Although flexibility and responsive-
ness provide discretion for local authorities to meet local needs and enable devel-
opers to stimulate the local economy, there is a concomitant problem. Flexibility
also permits an uncontrolled role for local authorities to formulate policies and
implement decisions that could be adverse to central government’s planning pol-
icies. In the absence of statutory local plans for most of the country before 1991, it
was extremely difficult for central government’s planning agenda to be interpreted
at the local level in policy formulation, and given that local authorities in Labour
Party hands were ideologically opposed to Conservative Party philosophy towards
planning and the market, the centre acknowledged that local authorities could
refuse the market development rights directly through the discretion that was avail-
able. This, in turn, fostered the appeal-led approach so characteristic of the 1980s
as dissatisfied developers appealed against the refusal decisions of the local
authorities directly to the Secretaries of State.

The introduction of the 1991 Act did not reintroduce a form of state regula-
tion on the part of local government, it merely attempted to foster greater certainty
for the development industry in localities where local authorities had hindered the
market. Local authorities, too, welcomed the new provision. Following the uncertain
period for statutory planning throughout the 1980s, the plan-led process had legit-
imised the role of statutory development plans and planning control once again.
The sigh of relief with which the Planning and Compensation Act 1991 was met
emanated not only from developers, eager to participate at the outset in local plan
policy formulation, but also from local authority professional planning officers who
welcomed the certainty which would now accompany their activities and the
support that would be provided to them through the appeals process.

However, the plan-led clause of the legislation does not introduce as much
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secure certainty as was first claimed. The statutory development plan has been
made the first consideration among many for planning controllers to look to. Unlike
in a regulatory system, the plan has not become the sole consideration, or a blue-
print for all decision-makers to follow. Its status has been enhanced, but not at the
expense of other considerations that are retained as part of the broader picture.
Booth (1996: 100) has labelled the clause ‘enigmatic’; this has been interpreted
by central government as a presumption in favour of policies within the plan. It
does not prohibit the existence of other material considerations nor does it remove
the influence that other material considerations might have in the determination
process. The statutory amendment, therefore, is a policy not a legal change, and
given its position as a policy statement can quite easily revert back to its pre-1991
position. The simple fact remains that other material considerations, depending on
the circumstances, could still outweigh the policies of the local plan (MacGregor
and Ross, 1995; Purdue, 1994; Tewdwr-Jones, 1994a). One other more material
consideration that could outweigh the plan is national planning policy guidance
issued by central government in the form of circulars and Planning Policy Guidance
Notes.
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PART 2

PLANNING POLICY CONFLICTS IN
GOVERNMENT RELATIONS

Part 2 considers the form and function of the planning polity in practice. It dis-
cusses empirical research conducted over an eight-year period at all levels of plan-
ning policy-making within Britain. The intention here was to assess how different
scales of government, and their planning policy functions, affect other government
tiers and planning policies. As has been indicated in Part 1, town and country plan-
ning is a process stretched across various government levels and government
tiers, both formally and informally, forming a complete mosaic of planning in Britain
at the commencement of the twenty-first century. Changes to the UK level of plan-
ning will impact upon local levels of government; devolution and decentralisation
within Britain will affect local planning policies and provide a link to the emergence
of national and sub-national policy agendas. All these changes point to immense
restructuring occurring within the governmental and institutional framework of plan-
ning.

This section of the book addresses policy relationships and conflicts within
the planning polity of Britain. Chapter 6 discusses research findings that sought to
assess how central government impacts upon local planning policy-making, how
the UK government employs its national planning policy remit to ensure consis-
tency across various geographical and political scales. Chapter 7, by comparison,
considers how the regional level of planning policy has been enhanced over the
last ten years by presentation of research findings that sought to question the ade-
quacy of regional planning policy mechanisms in England, Scotland and Wales in a
decentralised Britain. Chapter 8 considers the planning polity at the local level of
government by assessing, through detailed research, how the policies, plans and
proposals of one district local authority in south-west England has been affected
by central government national planning policy and the scrutiny of a Government
Regional Office.

Chapter 9 takes a slightly different approach, by considering national relation-
ships within Britain. This chapter considers, through research analysis, to what



extent the parameters of the planning system were constructed similarly across
England and Wales in the run-up to devolution in 1999, and whether there was
scope for national and local policies in Wales to be different from those being for-
mulated in England. This is an important issue to address since it could mask the
ongoing political, social, economic and environmental desires within different
national and sub-national areas of countries to respond in definitive ways to their
own problems through their policy-making abilities, and whether a UK government
national consistency remit potentially undermined that desire.
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CHAPTER 6

NATIONAL CONSISTENCY IN THE PLANNING
POLICY PROCESS

Introduction

The research discussed in this chapter was founded on one principal hypothesis.
Namely, that the direct and indirect roles of central government through the use of
its national Planning Policy Guidance Notes had increased significantly since the
introduction of the plan-led planning system. As has already been noted in Chapter
5, the dearth of evidence of an investigative nature in this area necessitated a
large-scale empirical piece of quantitative research that attempted to assess the
national position across England and Wales. The research took the form of a
survey of all district planning authorities in England and Wales and focused on the
formulation and implementation of planning policies under the new planning
regime. A request was made for each survey questionnaire form to be completed
by a senior member of staff within the planning department who had direct know-
ledge of both the forward planning (policy formulation) and the development
control (policy implementation) functions. In the majority of cases, therefore, the
surveys were completed by chief or senior planning officers. The survey was
directed to all 401 district authorities in England and Wales: 296 English non-
metropolitan districts, 37 Welsh districts, and 68 London and metropolitan bor-
oughs. A survey of a single, coherent data group eradicated any sampling bias.
Under the Town and Country Planning Act 1990, non-metropolitan districts in
England and Wales are required to prepare district-wide local plans that focus
on detailed land use policies and allocations. The London and metropolitan bor-
oughs prepare unitary development plans, part II of which is identical to a non-
metropolitan local plan. From April 1996, following completion of this particular
research project, local government in Wales, in Scotland and in certain areas in
England underwent reorganisation with the result that the planning policy frame-
work in these areas has also been amended. The reorganised authorities are now
required to prepare unitary development plans similar to those of metropolitan
areas. See Harris and Tewdwr-Jones (1995) and Clotworthy and Harris (1996) for
further discussion.

Questionnaires were posted to each local authority in October 1993, with a
second mail-out occurring in the following month. The research questionnaire was
collected by stamped addressed envelope between October 1993 and January



1994 from each responding local authority planning department. Completed
returns represented the professional opinion of the responding officers rather than
the formal opinion of the district authority. The questionnaire itself was divided up
into three parts, each section relating to a distinct policy area: the development
plan, implementing the plan, and central government planning policy. Questions
corresponding to each of these themes sought to assess whether local planning
authorities:

1 accepted central government’s remit to discuss/question local planning pol-
icies;

2 identified an increasing role on the part of central government towards local
plan/unitary development plan preparation;

3 believed that central government’s querying of local policy topics showed a
tendency to focus on particular substantive areas;

4 requested further national planning guidance from central government on
policy topics not presently covered by the series;

5 considered the plan-led planning system to have increased the planning
powers of local authorities and thus the concept of local choice.

The research results are presented under the following headings: the ade-
quacy of national planning policy; the significance of national planning policy; per-
ceptions to the national approach to planning; and national consistency, national
guidance and local discretion. Finally, general conclusions are drawn from the
research at the end of the chapter.

The Adequacy of National Planning Policy

Local planning authority officers, when asked for their views of Planning Policy
Guidance Notes and the guidance contained within them, were generally very
favourable towards the documents (Table 6.1). The research question requested
respondents to comment on the role of all the documents, not specifically in rela-
tion to particular PPGs. Of respondents, 66 per cent were either fairly or very satis-
fied with the guidance, indicating a healthy role for central government policy in the
planning policy process. Reasons advanced by those respondents who possessed
a negative view of PPGs remarked that the PPGs were unsuccessful since ‘they
mean all things to all people’, were at times confusing and lacked clarity, and bore
an unnecessary amount of detail that local authorities felt obliged to follow.

The generally positive view towards PPGs can best be explained by a com-
parison with the policy guidance previously released by the government in the form
of circulars and Development Control Policy Notes. These documents were not
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particularly accessible and, compared to the PPGs, certainly do not display
concise guidance on particular topics. In the present pressure on local planning
authorities to produce development plans and determine planning applications
within government-stipulated timescales, the availability of accessible reference
documents on planning matters is obviously welcome. This might explain the posit-
ive view of respondents.

Criticism of the existence of national planning policy statements which occa-
sionally appear to outweigh local policies, and criticism of the clarity and wording
of the documents, reflects their role as guidance statements for both the public
and private sector sides of planning. Consequently, as was discussed in Chapter
3, it is sometimes possible to quote the same PPG statement to justify opposing
views at the same planning appeal. These criticisms cannot be readily answered
and could apply just as much to any form of national policy statement. The govern-
ment will at least find satisfaction that the existence of PPGs appears to find favour
with respondents representing two-thirds of local planning authorities in England
and Wales.

In terms of the content of PPGs, local planning authority respondents were
again satisfied with the degree of detail included within the documents. As Table
6.2 illustrates, almost two-thirds of officers considered PPGs to possess about the
right detail of policy guidance, compared to one in five who thought there was
insufficient detail, and one in ten who considered PPGs to be overly detailed.
Respondents expressed a view that since many local authorities are preparing
statutory district-wide local plans for the first time they are consequently reliant on
the documents as a source of guidance and information for their plans’ contents. If
this viewpoint is to be accepted, officers with no previous experience of plan
formulation are more likely to request as much guidance and detail as they can
possibly receive.
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Table 6.1 Satisfaction with national planning policy

Satisfaction with national policy District authorities

No. %

Very satisfied 3 1
Fairly satisfied 206 65
Not very satisfied 89 28
Not at all satisfied 10 3
No response 9 3
Total 317 100

Source: Tewdwr-Jones (1997c)



When questioned on the role of PPGs in England and Wales, local authori-
ties presented quite a varied set of views on the priorities of national planning
statements (Table 6.3). Respondents were requested to rank five statements in
order of their perceived priority. The statements originated from government state-
ments contained in previous policy documents (for example, Circular 1/88 that
explained the role of PPGs when they were first introduced) and from the views
expressed by advocates of national strategic planning documents, most notably
the Nuffield Foundation’s recommendations (see Chapter 5). The statement that
attracted the most agreement for the role of PPGs was that relating to the need to
provide concise statements at the national level on land use matters: 19 per cent
of respondents ranked this statement first above the others. Other statements that
found general agreement among the local authorities was the requirement for
PPGs to promote guidance on general aspects of policy, to guide the formulation
of development plan policies, and to guide development control decision-making.
There is a policy requirement for PPGs to be interpreted in the formulation of local
plan policies for local spatial areas, so its high ranking in the responses should not
cause any surprise. However, respondents also ranked the PPGs’ role in develop-
ment control quite highly and it is interesting to note that national policy guidance
should be regarded as a principal part of determining local-based planning applica-
tions. Does this reflect a recognition on the part of respondents that PPGs are
useful in providing the strategic framework for local authorities’ detailed interpreta-
tion?

The research questioned whether the respondents believed that there were
any further planning topics not currently covered by PPGs but on which they would
like to see future guidance (Table 6.4). This was primarily to ascertain whether
there was scope to release further national planning documents. Two-thirds of
respondents did not believe there to be any planning topics that required further
national advice from central government other than those already existing. There-
fore, although the role of the documents is widely accepted in the planning
process and local planning authorities are content with guidance that advises on

112 Planning policy conflicts

Table 6.2 Adequacy of national planning policy

Level of detail District authorities

No. %

National policy is too detailed 32 10
National policy is sufficiently detailed 198 63
National policy is insufficiently detailed 67 21
No response 20 6

Source: Tewdwr-Jones (1997c)
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detailed plan formulation and plan implementation issues, professional officers
believe the national framework to be essentially complete.

For those respondents who considered there to be a need for further national
guidance (a significant 28 per cent), the most mentioned topics highlighted were
those in relation to disabled access, sustainable development, affordable housing,
and urban design. A handful of respondents requested guidance on each of the
following: the impact of European Union policies, urban regeneration, and pro-
tected areas. Since not every local authority had begun preparing local plans at the
time of research, the need for further guidance is understandable. This actually
might be understated; the open-ended nature of the research question might be
the cause of these figures, and a series of prompts or coded options could have
proved more useful and provided greater insight.

The Significance of National Planning Policy

The research then went on to assess the influences of PPGs on local plan policy
preparation, highlighting the extent to which central government was objecting or
intervening in the plan preparation process. At the time of questioning in the
autumn of 1993, not every district authority in England and Wales had started
preparing its district-wide local plan and these authorities were consequently
unable to respond to this particular part of the research. Nevertheless, for those
authorities that had successfully progressed their local plan preparation beyond
draft stages, the research confirmed the belief that Department of the Environment
and Welsh Office regional offices were intervening in the local plan preparation
process to either object to or point out those particular policies that did not
conform to the central government’s own Planning Policy Guidance. Of those dis-
trict planning departments that had undertaken consultation with central govern-
ment offices, 67 per cent had received some form of intervention from the regional
offices. When questioned on the significance of central government intervention on
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Table 6.4 The scope for further national planning policy

Scope for further national policy District authorities

No. %

More national policy should be released 89 28
No further national policy should be released 209 66
No response 19 6
Total 317 100

Source: Tewdwr-Jones (1997c)



local authority planning policy formulation (Table 6.5), 39 per cent stated that such
intervention was not very or not at all significant, whereas 27 per cent considered it
to be very or fairly significant. Respondents were therefore content with the
Department of the Environment/Welsh Office’s role in planning policy formulation.
As a consequence, although the direct and indirect role of central government’s
PPGs may have increased under the plan-led regime, this has not resulted in dis-
satisfaction among local authorities, thus confirming the research results of the
Department of the Environment’s (1995) project. There was also concern from
respondents that the word ‘intervention’ was rather too strong with some respon-
dents, stressing that the comments received from central government were advi-
sory and should not be taken as direction. A considerable number of respondents
also noted that central government intervention, although documenting discrepan-
cies between local policies and national policies, also made detailed comments on
the wording and semantics of development plans, frequently objecting on ‘pre-
sumption against’ and ‘presumption in favour’ type of policies. One district author-
ity recorded over a hundred detailed comments on the policies within its draft local
plan related to the wording of policies rather than detailed policy content, but this
was not considered to be significant in altering the tenet of local policies.

Table 6.6 illustrates the extent of central government intervention in the draft-
ing of local planning policies by subject area, with each topic almost conforming to
a subject area for which the government has released its own advisory planning
policy guidance.

Of particular interest is the high number of district authorities recording central
government intervention in five key policy areas: housing, development control, town
centres and retail development, industrial development, and environmental protec-
tion. If greater assessment is undertaken of these policy subjects, it is possible to
consider why the regional offices intervened in these areas more so than in others.

National consistency in planning 115

Table 6.5 The significance of central government planning policy intervention in local planning policy
formulation

Significance District authorities

No. %

Very significant 16 5
Fairly significant 70 22
Not very significant 108 34
Not at all significant 16 5
No response 107 34
Total 317 100

Source: Tewdwr-Jones (1997c)



In the housing category, the issue of affordable housing has been an area of
policy contention as local planning authorities attempt to include policies within their
plans that meet social need. While the legal status of affordable housing in the land
use planning process remains uncertain, central government has proved reluctant to
accept local authorities’ policies. This has led to greater intervention on this particular
housing issue, a specific subject highlighted by the respondents. In relation to devel-
opment control, the research results indicated policy contentions on the issue of
planning gain, supplementary planning guidance, and ‘presumption against’ matters.

This subject could also include policies related to any other substantive area,
since most policies within development plans are used as development control pol-
icies. Central government comments in relation to town centres and retail develop-
ment can best be explained by the change in national policy upon the publication
of revised PPG6 in July 1993 (DoE/Welsh Office, 1993). This guidance note
moved away from encouraging out-of-town retailing to encouraging town centre
developments. Local authorities, having already drafted policies to meet the prior
PPG6 requirement, therefore found themselves out of line with current government
thinking. Given the timing of the research, it is more than likely that this was the
factor causing the high number of central government queries. Finally, in relation to
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Table 6.6 Extent of central government intervention in local planning policy formulation

Subject area District authorities

No. %

Housing 149 47
Development control policies 136 43
Town centres and retail development 114 36
Industrial development 111 35
Environmental protection 105 33
The countryside and rural economy 101 32
Transport and highway issues 101 32
Urban conservation and heritage 88 28
Sport, leisure, tourism and recreation 79 25
Green belts 73 23
Design issues and aesthetics 67 21
Archaeology 51 16
Minerals working 41 13
Telecommunications 35 11
Waste disposal 32 10
Energy generation and renewable energy 25 8
Coastal planning 13 4

Source: Tewdwr-Jones (1997c)



environmental protection, the issue that was causing concern among local authori-
ties at this time was that in relation to securing sustainable development. Although
central government had embraced the concept of sustainability in 1990 (through
the Environmental Protection Act 1990 and the This Common Inheritance White
Paper (HM Government, 1990)), there remains a great deal of uncertainty over
how sustainability can be implemented through the land use planning process.
With little guidance emanating from central government at the time, local authori-
ties attempted to co-ordinate the environmental agenda themselves; as the local
plan preparation process progressed, the drafting stages were used by both
central and local government as opportunities for dialogue on the sustainable
policy agenda. Again, this would explain the relatively high number of interventions
within this substantive subject area.

The extent of central government intervention in local planning policy formula-
tion can therefore be explained quite readily, through a combination of questioning
the legal remit for particular local policies and changes in central government
national policy. This indicates a role for central government in the planning process
that was originally defined through the early legislation. The government is utilising
the contents of PPGs (the current form of national planning guidance) to secure
consistency and continuity in the framing of planning policies, reflecting a more
strategic role than was initially indicated through the higher executive intervening in
detailed local policy matters.

Perceptions to the National Approach to Planning

The research then questioned professional officers’ views of the current national
approach to planning, enshrined within the plan-led system introduced by Section
54A under the provisions of the Planning and Compensation Act 1991. Table 6.7
indicates the responses to the question: ‘Section 54A of the 1990 Act introduced
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Table 6.7 Perceptions of the impact of the plan-led system for local planning decisions

Impact of the plan-led system District authorities

No. %

A clearer framework for decisions 266 84
Less clear framework for decisions 10 3
No difference for decisions 35 11
No response 6 2
Total 317 100

Source: Tewdwr-Jones (1997c)



a plan-led development control system. Do you think this will result in a clearer
framework for planning decisions?’ A high 84 per cent considered that the ‘plan-
led’ system would provide a clearer framework for development control decisions,
indicating a renewed commitment on the part of professionals to planning policy
and an enthusiasm for a process that was perceived to hand some authority back
to local government. Only 11 per cent of respondents thought Section 54A would
make no difference to decision-making processes. Although it was early in the
application of the new statutory clauses, there was a clear expectation on the part
of local authority planners in the autumn of 1993 that the ‘plan-led’ system would
provide a boost to local decision-making.

The questionnaire then probed in more detail respondents’ perceptions of the
plan-led system (Table 6.8). Six statements were outlined and officers were
requested to agree or disagree with each. The statements that attracted the most
agreement among the respondents were those related to the lengthening of plan
preparation time and the renaissance of local decision-making powers. In all, 89
per cent thought that the plan-led system would lengthen public inquiries and
Examinations in Public since more attention would be focused on the content of
planning policies rather than developers attempting to play down agreed statutory
policies later at the development control stage.

Some 74 per cent agreed with the view that Section 54A would result in a
strengthening of local decision-making, thus confirming the view that the new
system was pro-local planning. Only 52 per cent of respondents, however, con-
sidered that the plan-led system would result in greater intervention by central
government in the local planning process. This was despite the admission by the
Department of the Environment and the Welsh Office that plans were undergoing
greater scrutiny to ensure conformity with national and regional planning guidance
and the majority of respondents, indicating a high level of central government inter-
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Table 6.8 Detailed perceptions of the plan-led system

Statement: District authorities
‘The plan-led system will result in . . .’

Agree Disagree

No. % No. %

A strengthening of local decision-making 235 74 82 26
Greater intervention from government 165 52 152 48
A greater role for lawyers 193 61 124 39
Less planning appeals 197 62 120 38
Lengthier local plan inquiries 282 89 35 11
Greater public accountability 206 65 111 35

Source: Tewdwr-Jones (1997c)



vention in plan preparation. There thus appears to be a conflicting view here, and
certainly a degree of uncertainty, between respondents who recognise a role for
central government in providing broad planning direction and respondents who
notice an increasingly interventionist role on the part of the Department of the
Environment and the Welsh Office. The distinction can perhaps best be explained
by the degree of central government intervention considered necessary and
acceptable by local planning authorities.

Central government’s strategic role in the hierarchy of planning policy is pivotal,
but its role in the detailed day-to-day policy-making process is perhaps giving rise to
concern. It might even be the case that professional officers do not consider PPGs to
possess a role in altering the details of local policies, merely in providing the broad
strategic overview, which actually disproves the research hypothesis.

When asked if they believed whether current central government guidance
adequately explained the provisions and implications of Section 54A for local plan-
ning authorities, this answer reflected a greater degree of conflicting views (Table
6.9). Of respondents, 37 per cent thought that current national advice adequately
explained Section 54A, but 44 per cent thought it was inadequately explained,
calling for more guidance on the operation of the plan-led system. This question
was also put at an early period in the new process and it will only become signific-
ant when local authorities rely on their new development plans for development
control processes. It also explains the relatively large number of non-responses
recorded for this question.

National Consistency, National Guidance and
Local Discretion

Finally, and in the light of the uncertainty about the role of PPGs in relation to the
adopted and up-to-date local development plan, the research sought to assess
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Table 6.9 Adequacy of central government’s explanation of the plan-led system

Adequacy District authorities

No. %

Government adequately explains system 117 37
Government inadequately explains system 139 44
No opinion 51 16
No response 10 3
Total 317 100

Source: Tewdwr-Jones (1997c)



professional officers’ perceptions on which of the documents would have greater
weight for decision-making purposes if there was a conflict between national and
local policies (Table 6.10). This was a somewhat unfair question to ask. After all,
the weight to be attached to policies (or any material consideration) is a matter for
the decision-maker alone and will, in any case, be dependent on the circumstances
of each case. The question was included, however, to ascertain whether the
expectations of the plan-led clause in local authorities would suffer if a conflict
between national and local interests arose. In the event of conflict between an up-
to-date development plan and a recently released PPG, 57 per cent of respon-
dents believed the local plan would receive greater weight; 30 per cent thought
the national document would have priority. It will be interesting to assess through
planning appeal research data whether this majority verdict has been upheld in
practice.

Conclusions

The role of a national co-ordinating level of planning policy in England and Wales in
providing national consistency has been widely accepted by land use profession-
als. Although the nature of central government’s legitimate remit in the planning
system has undergone significant amendments over the last 50 years, it is still pos-
sible to identify a need for the central state to secure consistency and continuity in
planning policy formulation. As different political mandates have influenced this
central role in land use processes, the state has modified its remit away from pro-
viding national strategic direction and more towards monitoring detailed local state
policy and procedural functions.

The research discussed in this chapter sought to assess whether the direct
and indirect role of the national Planning Policy Guidance Notes has increased
significantly since the introduction of the plan-led system. It has been shown that
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Table 6.10 Perceptions of policy priority in the event of conflict between national and local planning
policies

Priority policy document District authorities

No. %

The local plan 181 57
National planning policy 95 30
No response 41 13
Total 317 100

Source: Tewdwr-Jones (1997c)



while central government has been intervening in detailed local planning policy-
making more extensively than hitherto by utilising the contents of PPGs, this role
has been generally accepted by professional officers practising in local planning
authorities. Respondents indicated that there is a role for central government to
provide strong national strategic direction in the land use planning process, and
that local authorities accept both PPGs as central government’s current form of
national direction and the content of the documents. While the role of PPGs has
increased over the last six years following the introduction of a new legislative
framework, this has been accepted as a necessary part of plan formulation by prac-
titioners who do not consider this role to be either significant per se or cause
significant alteration to the tenet of local authority policies. Some respondents
expressed dissatisfaction with central government in carrying out this monitoring
role. However, the majority of authorities recognised the strategic role PPGs were
providing, especially in relation to implementing a sustainability agenda. There is
great optimism for the plan-led process introduced by the Planning and Compen-
sation Act 1991 and a belief that Section 54A strengthens local decision-making
powers, despite the admission that central government’s intervention has
increased. This displays a confidence among professionals of the security attached
to up-to-date development plans for development control purposes but within a
framework set strategically by central government through Planning Policy Guid-
ance Notes. In this sense, although the research hypothesis has been proven and
there is an increasing use of PPGs in the planning process, planners seem content
with the scope of that guidance.

Central government’s role in the land use planning process has not altered
significantly since the 1943 Minister of Town and Country Planning Act first intro-
duced a duty on the part of ministers to secure consistency and continuity in the
framing and execution of a national policy for land use and development. Although
the instruments central government has used to achieve this consistency and con-
tinuity role have changed over the last 50 years, and have been inconsistent in their
prominence, the overriding duty can still be identified. Planning Policy Guidance
Notes are the present form of national policy for land use and development.
Although some commentators, including the author, have previously expressed
concern at the increased use of the documents to intervene in detailed local plan-
ning matters (see Tewdwr-Jones, 1994c), there is generally a degree of accep-
tance among professionals across England and Wales for an executive remit that
perhaps makes this concern not as significant as was previously thought. The intro-
duction of any new planning system will yield uncertainty and a requirement for
central government to provide strategic direction. The use of PPGs in providing
direction and monitoring in the plan-led process, although far from perfect, forms
an important part of the operation of land use planning in England and Wales.
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CHAPTER 7

REGIONAL CERTAINTY AND COMPATIBILITY IN
THE PLANNING POLICY PROCESS1

Introduction

This chapter considers the position, format, role and status of regional planning in
Britain in the latter 1990s. Since 1997, constitutional change in the United Kingdom
has affected the regional level of policy-making. In addition to proposals to establish
an enhanced form of regional planning and policy-making, the government has
announced a plethora of policies with regard to economic development, housing,
the environment, transport, and the new mechanisms established to co-ordinate and
adopt these policies at the regional level, a move that has been described as incre-
mental regional planning (Murdoch and Tewdwr-Jones, 1999). The lack of an overall
policy approach to this ‘new regionalism’ (Amin, 1999; Keating, 1997; cf. Lovering,
1999), and the rescaling of political processes (Jones and MacLeod, 1999;
MacLeod and Goodwin, 1999), highlights the unfocused way in which the policies
have been thought through to date, and the potential this breeds for incompatibility
between each of the policy areas and new regional agencies seems to be too
apparent (Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000b). One of the purposes of this
regional renaissance is the attempt to establish the autonomous institutional capaci-
ties of regions to organise for economic development (Amin and Thrift, 1992, 1995;
Phelps and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000; Scott, 1998; Storper, 1997).

The concern over creating certainty in the regions and compatibility between
institutions of government rests on the motivations and remit of each of the
regional players themselves. The Regional Development Agencies, created in
1999, possess a clear agenda, namely to foster economic rejuvenation. The other
policy initiatives, however, are vested with either local planning authorities or
regional assemblies or groupings. Furthermore, proposals in the fields of housing,
transport and the environment appear to be potentially at odds with the interests of
economic development. The government has sought to address this concern by
suggesting that the new regional planning framework will be sustainable, but
seems to be a convenient way of indicating there are conflicting interests that
regions are going to have to reconcile themselves (Cowell and Murdoch, 1999;

1 Some of the material in this chapter has been developed in partnership with Jonathon Murdoch
and Philip Allmendinger and I am grateful to them both for the development of ideas and
approaches to the subject of regional planning.



Murdoch and Tewdwr-Jones, 1999). The key question is, to what extent will the
new mechanisms permit a sustainable and co-ordinated approach to regional
policy-making? With the lack of formal regional government, at least for the present
time, where will the degrees of power lie in the potential struggles that could
emerge between the multifarious agencies of governance at the regional level on
the one hand and between central government as initiators of the regional renais-
sance and local government as the implementation level?

This chapter attempts to consider these questions by explaining the evolving
form of regional policy-making in England and reviewing the emerging new spatial
planning processes that the government has established since 1997. Following an
introduction to the nature of regional planning and government in the 1980s and
1990s, and New Labour’s policies for the region, the chapter then reviews regional
planning. This involves assessment of policy synchronisation, policy expectation,
and sectoral deliveries. The chapter concludes by assessing the implications for
regional governance and planning of these policies, and identifies both the com-
patible and irreconcilable functions that regions are now expected to co-ordinate.
This discussion is centred within debate concerning the relationships between
central government and the new regional spaces.

Government and the Region within the UK

The regional tier of government in the UK has traditionally been the weakest of all
tiers. The British state has been characterised as a unitary state bound together by
a tradition of parliamentary sovereignty. Parliament is at the centre of law-making in
the UK and also determines what the government shall be. Government itself is
usually run by a single decision-making body: the Prime Minister in liaison with the
Cabinet. Cabinet government, with collective responsibility, permits a further con-
centration of power especially as it is serviced by a unitary civil service. Therefore,
within the UK, any political devolution of power has long been resisted.

Administrative devolution has been permitted, however, for this can usually
be achieved with little loss of sovereignty and power by the central state. Thus,
local government has grown up within the unitary state in order that certain state
services and functions might be better administered locally. A welcome side-effect
for the central state is that local delivery of services and functions can act to insu-
late the central state from local pressures and demands. These come to be
focused on the local state. Some degree of regional administration has also been
permitted: in the administration of the utilities, planning, the health and education
services, and so forth. Again, these functions can be undertaken on a regional
basis while the power remains at the centre.
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The exception to this unitary dominance has been demands for political devo-
lution to the nations of Ireland, Scotland and Wales. Over the last two hundred
years or so these demands have gone through cycles of intensity and have had dif-
ferential effects on the polity of the UK. Thus the struggle for home rule in Ireland
led to the (southern) Irish state becoming established in the first half of the twen-
tieth century, while some degree of devolution to the Northern Ireland has been in
evidence over the last twenty or thirty years (for instance, Northern Ireland pos-
sesses its own Secretary of State and recently has acquired its own Assembly). In
Scotland and Wales, the various pressures for political autonomy have largely been
resisted so that until recently these countries were merely served by administrative
regional governments (both possessing Secretaries of State and government
departments in the form of the Scottish Office and Welsh Office). This situation
has recently and fundamentally changed with the creation of Parliament of Scot-
land in Edinburgh and a National Assembly for Wales in Cardiff, following legisla-
tion introduced by the New Labour government in its first year of office (see
Scottish Office, 1997; Welsh Office, 1997). Political devolution is therefore
becoming more apparent in the UK, and is also beginning to affect England too.
The pressure for devolution in the various countries that form the UK has led to a
more developed tier of regional government (Bradbury and Mawson, 1997). This,
in turn, is impacting upon the spatial planning processes existing within the coun-
tries (Alden and Offord, 1996; Roberts, 1996). The regional tier of planning is
usually the neglected tier since attention – and to a degree power and autonomy –
is devoted to both the national and local levels of policy-making and decision-
making. In particular, the main debates tend to focus on the degree of local versus
central direction in the system (see, for example, Tewdwr-Jones, 1997b; Ying Ho,
1997). Despite this, or perhaps even because of it, the New Labour government’s
proposals for enhanced regional policy-making have been couched in terms of the
new regional level reconciling the planning differences between the national and
local levels of governance.

The Regional State and Planning under the
Conservatives

The issue of political autonomy for, or devolution to, Ireland, Scotland and Wales
has rumbled through British politics for many years. During the twentieth century
the ‘Irish problem’ has remained an almost continuous feature of UK politics, while
Scottish and Welsh devolution emerged particularly strongly in the 1970s and
1990s. During the 1970s, James Callaghan’s Labour government committed itself
to referenda in Scotland and Wales on the issue of devolution but stacked the
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odds against success by stipulating that two-thirds of those voting must come out
in favour for the legislation to be passed. In the event, a simple majority was all that
could be mustered in Scotland while in Wales devolution was even less well sup-
ported (only 20 per cent of those voting, a mere 12 per cent of the total electorate,
voted in favour). It seemed, therefore, that regional government on mainland Britain
was to remain on the political back-burner.

With the election of the Thatcher government in 1979, the danger arose that
the regionalist cause would be pushed off the political agenda completely. During
the 1980s the Conservatives set about dismantling many of the regional institu-
tions that they had inherited from the previous Labour government, especially those
linked to economic management such as Regional Economic Planning Councils
(see Morgan and Alden, 1974). It was expected that both political and administra-
tive regional institutions would decline further as the Thatcher governments pushed
forward their reform programmes. However, during this period new pressures
began to emerge which led to a reassertion of the regionalist agenda. Moreover,
these new pressures were not just confined to the Celtic periphery but came to
bear upon England as well (Wannop, 1995; Murdoch and Tewdwr-Jones, 1999).

Most of England appears to lack the call for a strong regionalist agenda with
autonomous governing structures (Harvie, 1991). Traditionally there have been few
strong regional cultures which provided the necessary political support for region-
alisation (although there are exceptions, of course, such as the North-East). People
have generally identified with either their local communities or the nation (John and
Whitehead, 1997). Moreover, the present structure of a strong central government
would seem to block any movement to enhance regional government. The shire or
county councils have been responsible for many of the traditional functions alloc-
ated to regional authorities in other European states since 1888, including trans-
portation and strategic planning. In addition, some English counties (such as
Hampshire and Kent) are larger than regions in other states (John and Whithead,
1997). A further problem rests on the difficulty of defining clearly what actually
constitutes an English region: Scotland and Wales possess regional territories that
coincide with previous national territories, whereas in England the regional bound-
aries have been created by central government agencies responsible for agricul-
ture, transport, and planning. The shift towards a system of governance from
government (Stoker, 2000) has exacerbated the complexity of this situation. As
John and Whitehead state:

The administration of England has been organised into a plethora of institutions

of overlapping boundaries, whether those of the government departments or of

the quasi-autonomous governmental bodies (quangos) . . . English central

government is organised primarily by function not territory, with each central
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government department and quango choosing whatever pattern of

decentralisation it finds most appropriate for its purposes. The implication is that

there is no natural administrative logic to regional decentralisation of central

functions to regional bodies.

(John and Whitehead, 1997: 8)

Therefore, a move towards establishing regional government would have to ‘create
new boundaries about which there would be endemic disagreement, or inherit
existing boundaries which might fatally damage a democratic regional project by
their incoherence’ (John and Whitehead, 1997: 8). Despite these problems and
uncertainties, the regional tier of government in England has gradually emerged
more prominently over the last twenty years or so. There are now many administra-
tive and governmental bodies operating on a regional basis, and the establishment
of a strengthened regional tier of institutions has emerged more prominently since
the 1980s. Mawson (1998) suggests the following reasons for this emerging
agenda:

1 Fragmentation of the public sector arising from privatisation, the establish-
ment of quangos and the market orientation of public services, reflecting the
move towards governance (Stoker and Mossberger, 1995; Rhodes, 1997).

2 A support structure for business and economic development and the promo-
tion of institutional capacity building for regional economic development and
inward investment (Amin and Thrift, 1992, 1995; Phelps and Tewdwr-Jones,
2000), which was widely seen as inadequate in comparison to that of other
European countries and of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland (Harding et
al., 1996).

3 Responding to the need to manage the implementation of European Struc-
tural Fund programmes by central government officials at the regional level
and to Single Programming Documents and other strategies for financial
grant bidding purposes (Batchler and Turok, 1997; Tewdwr-Jones and
Williams, 2001).

4 Political concerns about the increasing number of ‘undemocratic’ agencies
(quangos) existing between local and national government (Morgan and
Roberts, 1994).

Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones (2000b) have also identified other factors
that have provided a renaissance for the region, and these include the ‘hollowing
out’ of the nation-state (Ohmae, 1996), globalisation (Brenner, 1999), changes
within the European Union towards the region (Keating, 1997; Jonas and Ward,
1999), and the establishment of transnational spatial planning programmes at the
regional level (Tewdwr-Jones et al., 2000). Within the UK, the push for regional

126 Planning policy conflicts



governance has also emanated from a variety of financial, political, institutional,
spatial, and governmental factors (see Baker (1998) and Tewdwr-Jones and
McNeill (2000) for overviews).

In the light of these concerns, policy-makers and political activists came to
view the regional level as having the potential to play a pivotal co-ordinating role
such that national policies could be tailored to local circumstances by networks of
regional and local stakeholders. It was against this background that the Conserva-
tives, under John Major, made a commitment in the 1992 election manifesto to the
introduction of integrated regional offices in the English regions, known as the
‘Government Offices for the Regions’ (Mawson and Spencer, 1997). These
regional offices were to be a rationalisation and simplification of the complex
regional networks related to economic and urban policy. In April 1994, the Major
government launched a new network of ten Government Offices for the Regions.
Regional civil servants in the Departments of Employment, Environment, Transport
and Industry were made accountable to one Regional Director who was to be
responsible for all staff and expenditure. A set of overall objectives were estab-
lished for the GORs. These were:

• to achieve operational requirements of departments;
• to contribute local views to the formation of government policy;
• to promote a coherent approach to competitiveness, sustainable economic

development and regeneration;
• to develop local partnerships between local interests to secure these object-

ives (see Mawson and Spencer 1997: 76).

Central Government in the Regions: The Monitoring
Role

Central government offices in the regions were originally set up in the 1970s as a
more effective way of administration in the regions. Regional government offices
are similar in concept to branch plants in that they embody the major departments
of the government on a much smaller scale than that of the headquarters. Until
recently, the functions of the regional offices operated as separate entities. This
system continued until the creation of integrated regional offices in 1994, estab-
lished in order to unite the various departments to provide a more comprehensive
and accessible service, a one-stop shop for customers (Mawson, 1997a). At the
same time, the Single Regeneration Budget was set up by the government to allow
spending levels to be set locally in the light of local needs, rather than calculated in
London. This would permit local people to be given more influence over spending
priorities.
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Regional government functions are co-ordinated by the integrated regional
offices in England: South West, South East, London, Eastern, East Midlands, West
Midlands, North West, Yorkshire and Humberside, North East, and Merseyside.
The change in 1994 was expected to provide the catalyst for creating new
opportunities to forge partnerships and to create prosperity by building on local
strengths. Each of the integrated regional offices undertakes government functions
in the regions related to the functions of the Department of the Environment, the
Department of Transport (merged and renamed after May 1997), the Department
of Trade and Industry, and the Department of Employment.

The main areas of work the government offices deal with are in relation to
Secretary of State call-ins, planning appeals, general planning functions, and – rel-
evant to this research – development plan monitoring. Each of the regional offices,
as their primary aim when scrutinising development plans, must ensure that the role
of development plans at the local level meets the government’s expectations set
nationally. The overall aim for development plans, in the eyes of the regional offices,
is:

to reconcile the regeneration and competitiveness objectives for an area with

the protection of the local environment in a way that supports the national

policies for sustainable development.

(author’s interview, 1997)

Since this objective forms the overall national political rationale for the planning
service across Britain, local planning authorities’ development plans are viewed as
crucial in indicating the type of development that will or will not be permitted in an
area and forms a strategy of certainty for developers and communities. To achieve
this overall objective, each of the regional offices is charged with ensuring that the
contents of development plans are consistent with national planning policy guid-
ance and to make representations on behalf of the Secretary of State for Transport
and the Environment to the local planning authority whenever and wherever a plan
or policy is considered to be unacceptable.

Copies of development plans are received directly from local planning author-
ities and distributed to each section of the government office. The scrutiny of local
plans by the regional offices requires thorough co-ordination between the con-
stituent parts of each department, the aim being to speak with one voice. Since
national planning policies are agreed across all government departments, all poten-
tial interests have to be co-ordinated. The government officer charged with scrutin-
ising a particular local plan works to a ‘Local Plan Procedure Checklist’, a standard
list of duties common to all government regional offices (outlined in Table 7.1)

The government offices’ checklist is followed strictly upon receiving the local
plan documentation. This involves checking that the local planning authority has
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followed the requirements set out in the statutory planning regulations, the Town
and Country Planning (Development Plan) Regulations 1991, with regard to plan
publicity and ensuring that the local planning authority has obtained a certificate of
conformity with the structure plan. A copy of the plan is then sent to the other
directorates within each government regional office and an administration team co-
ordinates the government office’s responses to the policies contained within the
local plans.

The initial scrutiny of local plans is carried out by administration staff within
the development plans team of each government office. The administrative staff
have access to a DTLR local plan policy checklist which outlines what core
national policies should be contained within the local plan. This list is usually not
for public consumption, but a copy of the list dating from 1994 was reproduced in
a DoE research project, The Effectiveness of Planning Policy Guidance Notes
(DoE, 1995). The checklist contains key policy statements that have to be included
within each local plan, and mirrors the key national policy statements to be found
within the Planning Policy Guidance Notes. These key statements include, for
example in relation to historic buildings and conservation areas, the need for local
plans to contain policies which preserve or enhance areas of townscape, conser-
vation areas and archaeologically important sites. The checklist also requires the
built environment section of a local plan to include policies on issues such as traffic
management and road improvements.
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Table 7.1 Local plan procedure checklist used by government regional offices

Stage Procedure

1 Check all documents are received and correct
2 Acknowledge letter to local planning authority
3 Inform all departments of the regional office
4 Inform Planning Inspectorate Agency
5 Inform Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Food (now DEFRA)
6 Consult other government departments
7 Consult newspaper advertisements of plan draft/deposit
8 Update regional office records
9 Check plan’s contents against all national guidance

10 Identify all inconsistencies and problems
11 Notify local authority through written representation
12 Update officer’s personal diary (includes noting dates of comments, 

co-ordinating all comments from other government departments,
sending copy of plan to library, and updating of computing records)

Source: Author; interview carried out with officials of the Government Office for the South-West,
May 1994



In addition to making sure that a local plan contains the relevant policies for
the area, the administrative staff of the government regional office also highlight
any policy areas where the local plan is not in conformity with national planning
policy guidance. The case officer within the government regional office is required
to scrutinise the local plan against the contents of the government’s own national
planning policies, as set out in the Planning Policy Guidance Notes (PPGs). Feed-
back from the other departments of the government regional office is also col-
lected at this stage. The local plan is then given to the professional planning staff
who ensure that the plan reflects both national planning policies guidance and
local opportunities and strategies.

To many commentators this decision to establish these regional institutions
was seen as a radical departure from the anti-regional stance taken by the
Thatcher governments in the 1980s (Mawson, 1997b). However, it soon became
clear that this institutional innovation was well in keeping with the traditional line of
administrative devolution which has been practised by the British state for much of
the post-war period. Complaints began to emerge that the GORs were simply not
fulfilling expectations of greater regional autonomy in policy-making. Most criticism
was directed at the relationship between the GORs and central government. As
Evans and Harding (Evans and Harding, 1997: 23) state:

GORs are unlikely to act as regional advocates, not least because Senior

Regional Directors report to the Secretaries of State of their four constituent

departments. Whitehall also decides on the disbursement of key funds . . . In the

event of a clash of interest, it is difficult to see how territorial concerns will

prevail over central departmental priorities.

The GORs were also viewed as having little influence over centrally formulated pol-
icies. The policy process was simply too well-established to incorporate GORs at
an early stage, thus policies emerged with little evidence of a regional input
(Mawson and Spencer, 1997). Furthermore, the Regional Directors were criticised
for failing to include local stakeholders (business people, local authority represen-
tatives, and so on) in the establishment of regional strategic priorities. This led on
to further complaints that the Directors were acting like viceroys for central govern-
ment in the regions: powerful and unaccountable bureaucrats following a centrally
imposed agenda.

The emergence of the GORs can therefore be seen as a limited exercise in
regional administrative devolution, able to perhaps deal with European regional
initiatives but lacking a real ability to promote and co-ordinate regional policy (John
and Whitehead, 1997). Despite these criticisms, however, some commentators do
believe that the GORs represent a significant step towards some degree of
regional government. Hogwood (1996), for instance, has argued that these offices
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potentially represent ‘a greater degree of practical coordination of activities and
alignment of regional boundaries than was actually achieved under the substan-
tially more ambitious economic planner emphasis of the 1960s’. The GORs may
have proved to have been a useful tier for the establishment of stronger regional
policy-making if things had remained the same in the mid-1990s, but the winds of
change were blowing already. The election of the Labour government in 1997
heralded a new commitment to establish even more substantial decentralisation of
power to the regions.

Regional Planning in the 1980s and 1990s

The regional level has traditionally been the weakest tier of planning in the UK,
especially in England (Wannop, 1995). While local planning authorities have been
co-operating at a regional level for many years, it is only over the last decade or so
that central government has given any real encouragement to regional planning.
Baker (1998: 154) states that ‘the period from the late 1970s through to the early
1990s can be identified as almost totally barren in terms of regional and even stra-
tegic (sub-regional) planning policy in the UK’. By the late 1980s, however, there
were increasing concerns in the south-east of England about the spread of new
housing development and its impact on the environment, leading to pressure for
some strengthening of strategic planning. The 1986 Green Paper, The Future of
Development Plans, highlighted the progress that had been made in certain
regions, such as East Anglia and the West Midlands, in producing regional strat-
egies to guide the strategic policies of local authorities (DoE/Welsh Office, 1986).
The consultation paper proposed that the Secretary of State should begin to issue
guidance to the regional planning forums so that the regions could be more explic-
itly linked into a national structure (Tewdwr-Jones, 1996b). Neither the Department
of the Environment nor the Welsh Office at the time wished to see the regional
planning system develop into a more effective and institutionalised form of regional
planning (Alden and Offord, 1996; Roberts, 1996).

Towards the late 1980s a more coherent system of Regional Planning Guid-
ance (RPG) began to emerge. The 1989 White Paper The Future of Development
Plans (HM Government, 1989) encouraged consortia of local authorities to
prepare regional guidance, and PPG15, produced in 1990, stated that ‘the aim
should be to have guidance in place for most regions during the early 1990s’
(quoted in Baker 1998). Under the consortia arrangements, conferences of local
planning authorities were required to produce advice to the Secretary of State in
the form of draft guidance. The Secretary of State would then take this into
account when publishing Regional Planning Guidance (initially regional guidance
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was published as part of the PPG series but a separate RPG series was estab-
lished in 1989).

The plan-led system introduced by the Planning and Compensation Act 1991
emphasised that the primary function of regional guidance was to provide the
necessary framework for the preparation of structure plans or part one of unitary
development plans. PPG12 of 1992 covered the preparation, content timing and
progress of regional planning guidance and made the following points:

• regional guidance will normally cover those issues that are of regional import-
ance or that need to be considered on a wider basis than structure plans;

• regional planning guidance will be limited to matters relevant to development
plans;

• topics covered depend on circumstances in each region;
• guidance will suggest a development framework for a period of 20 years;
• it will cover priorities for environment, transport, economic development, agri-

culture, minerals, waste and infrastructure (DoE, 1992b; Murdoch and
Tewdwr-Jones, 1999).

Regional Planning Guidance has now been produced for all regions of
England. The Standing Conferences within each region have responsibility for the
future revision of regional guidance and, in the latter 1990s, have been revised
under Labour’s proposals to enhance regional planning policy (DETR, 1998g).
Baker (1998) remarks that its status and importance has grown since the early
1990s, and various reasons are credited for this, including institutional innovations
elsewhere in government such as the establishment of the GORs. These offices
have resulted in a desire for greater co-ordination between regional actors, and this
prompted the need for a regional planning presence. The main impetus for regional
planning was a recognition that many policy concerns can only be adequately
addressed at a wider scale than that of existing development plans:

The quest for sustainable development patterns, the role of green belts; the

impact of large out-of-town employment and retail centres; the relationship

between metropolitan areas and their hinterlands and meeting future housing

needs all involve planning policy considerations which cross existing

administrative boundaries. These can only be addressed by an effective regional

planning framework . . .

(Baker, 1998: 165)

After Labour’s election in 1997, the desire for stronger regional planning con-
tinued. Following the establishment of Regional Development Agencies and the
devolved bodies in Scotland and Wales, the issue of enhancing regional planning
was discussed. In 1998, the government published a consultation paper entitled
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The Future of Regional Planning Guidance (DETR, 1998g). The paper states that
‘the interests of the English regions have been neglected in recent years and this
government intends to reverse that neglect’. It proposes that there are two ways of
achieving this: one is via the regional economic strategies; the other is by improv-
ing the arrangements for co-ordination of land use, transport and economic devel-
opment planning at the regional level.

Criticisms have been made of the current regional guidance system, and
these have been taken on board. The document identifies that:

• RPG lacks regional focus and spends too much time reiterating national pol-
icies;

• RPG lacks targets which can be monitored and reviewed;
• the system is too narrow and land use orientated;
• RPG lacks sufficient environmental objectives and appraisal;
• it takes too long to produce;
• it does not command commitment from regional stakeholders;
• the process of producing it is insufficiently transparent.

The consultation paper sets out to address these issues. For instance, it proposes
that the regional planning conference should have more responsibility for actually
producing the guidance so that it can better reflect regional rather than national
priorities. The conference should also work closely with regional stakeholders for
better representation and put forward the proposal that the guidance be subject to
an Examination in Public hearing in order to make the issues more transparent.
These changes were enacted in 1999 and have been welcomed by planning pro-
fessionals, developers and environmentalists. The proposals contained within the
December 2001 Green Paper on the future of planning go a degree further, with
the possible replacement of Regional Planning Guidance with Regional Spatial
Strategies that are meant to be similar to regional plans (DTLR, 2001b; see
Chapter 4).

REGIONAL PLANNING IN WALES

The situation in Wales is slightly more complicated. Wales possesses no formal
regional planning policy and, as a consequence of devolution, the National Assem-
bly has concentrated its efforts at the national agenda. Local government reorgani-
sation in 1996 had abolished formal strategic policy-making when the eight
counties and 37 districts were replaced by 22 all-purpose unitary authorities
(Harris and Tewdwr-Jones, 1995). Following the passing of the Local Government
(Wales) Act 1994, the Welsh Office recognised that strategic planning was never-
theless necessary and encouraged local authorities to voluntary co-operate to
address issues of a strategic nature with the aim of producing part one of their
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unitary development plans. In the latter 1990s, regional groupings of local authori-
ties have been established for this purpose, although they vary in format and title.
Three groupings existed covering the whole of Wales:

• South East Wales Strategic Planning Group, that prepared Strategic Plan-
ning Guidance for South East Wales in January 2000 (SEWSPG, 2000);

• North Wales Planning Group, that prepared Regional Planning Guides for
North Wales (that remain in draft at the time of writing; NWPG, 2000);

• Mid and West Wales Strategic Planning Group, that prepared the Mid and
West Wales Strategic Planning Statement in 1999 (MWWSPG, 2000), and
has since been superseded by Regional Planning Guidance (South West
Wales) for certain authorities, prepared by the South West Wales Strategic
Planning Group in 2000 (SWWSPG, 2000).

Despite the lack of a central co-ordinating role on the part of central govern-
ment, the unitary authorities have progressed statements to an advance level and
the Mid and West Wales Strategic Planning Statement was even subject to an
informal Examination in Public in January 1999. While these statements have been
first and foremost useful for the preparation of strategic policies for unitary devel-
opment plans, there has been a recognition of their value as regional statements,
especially in co-ordinating the strategies and policies of other organisations and
institutions that are themselves organised on a regional basis. The Assembly, for
example, possesses Regional Committees and the Welsh Development Agency is
structured regionally within Wales.

REGIONAL PLANNING IN SCOTLAND

The regional planning tier in Scotland does not exist in any meaningful way. Scot-
land’s local authorities had been required to prepare regional plans (equivalent to
structure plans) in the 1960s and 1970s but the Thatcher governments had reori-
entated the system to an English and Welsh model in the 1980s (Hayton, 1996).
Local government reorganisation in 1996 in Scotland had, similar to Wales,
created unitary local authorities, but the planning system to be operated by this
new structure was different to that implemented in Wales. Rather than prepare
unitary development plans, local planning authorities were required to prepare local
plans and structure plans. Structure plans would have to be prepared by amalga-
mations of local authorities across traditional local government boundaries, such as
that covering Glasgow and the Clyde Valley (see Goodstadt, 2001, for a review of
the experience).

The Scottish Office had released a future of land use planning consultation
document in January 1999, prior to the establishment of the Scottish Parliament
and Scottish Executive, and this had considered – amongst other things – the
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potential for regional planning statements (Scottish Office, 1999). This was put
forward in parallel to suggestions to revisit the necessity for structure plans and
whether to release more locationally specific national planning policy. In its
response to the consultations, the Scottish Executive determined that a sub-
national level of planning policy was not desirable at the present time but would
review the situation within a few years. Allmendinger and Barker (2001), in their
review of the desirability of regional planning in a post-devolved Scotland, note that
an enhanced regional policy tier is not necessarily wanted – by the planning pro-
fession at least. This may have signalled the proposals that were to be released by
the Scottish Executive in the summer of 2001.

In June 2001 the Executive released the Review of Strategic Planning con-
sultation document (Scottish Executive, 2001). As part of the proposals contained
within this document, it is suggested that the four principal cities – Glasgow, Edin-
burgh, Dundee and Aberdeen – should be covered by two tiers of development
plan, one strategic and one local. The upper tier, to be known as the ‘Strategic
Development Plan’, will provide a city-region coverage, but planning outside these
urban areas will comprise a single tier of development plan with spatially specific
revised ‘National Planning Policy Statements’.

New Labour and the Push for Regionalism

The Labour Party had adopted a strongly regionalist agenda in the early 1990s.
Electoral success by Scottish nationalists in Labour’s heartlands in the late 1980s
led to a hardening of Labour’s commitment to Scottish devolution and, as the
1992 General Election approached, this caused a reconsideration of the party’s
attitude to the English regions. As Labour came to adopt a policy of Scottish devo-
lution, many English Labour Members of Parliament, especially those with con-
stituencies in the north of England, became concerned about untoward effects,
primarily in terms of economic growth, for their English constituencies. Thus they
urged some move towards an English form of regional government. In 1991 the
Party published a consultation paper entitled Devolution and Democracy, which
outlined the case for English regionalism (Labour Party, 1991). The reasons cited
included the democratic deficit at the regional level, the need for more effective
and accountable regional structures, and the economic development imperative of
regional agencies.

Regionalist thinking continued as the party once again settled into opposition
following Labour’s election defeat in 1992. The Party published another consulta-
tion document in 1995 entitled A Choice for England (Labour Party, 1995). This
argued the case for making GORs, quangos and other agencies more open and
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accountable to the regions and local authorities, through the creation of indirectly
elected regional chambers comprising a relatively small number of nominated
councillors. In 1996, Labour launched the second key component of its proposals
for the English regions in the form of a report from its Regional Policy Commission
that advocated the establishment of regional economic development agencies
working under the control of regional chambers (Regional Policy Commission,
1996).

As the 1997 election approached, the concerned English MPs managed to
pressure Tony Blair into promising the speedy introduction of the regional eco-
nomic development agencies, formally referred to as Regional Development Agen-
cies (Mawson, 1998); in return, they pledged support for Scottish (and Welsh)
devolution (Murdoch and Tewdwr-Jones, 1999). Upon taking office in May 1997,
Labour moved swiftly to establish the RDAs. An issues paper was published in the
summer of the same year stating that each region would gain its own RDA based
on existing GOR boundaries. Upon establishment, the RDAs would promote: eco-
nomic development and urban regeneration; business efficiency, investment and
competitiveness; employment, skills and educational development; and sustainable
development (DETR, 1997).

The RDAs would be managed by boards which would be appointed by the
Secretary of State, although it was stressed that the minister would have to take
heed to regional issues, problems and personnel in making these appointments.
Discussion of the proposed regional chambers had receded by this time and were
postponed until Labour’s second term of office. The boards were to be made up of
six people from business, three from local councils and the remainder from the
unions, voluntary sector and other interest groups (see Jones, 2001, for a review of
board membership). Initially the boards would be expected to draw up an eco-
nomic plan which should address the development needs of the region and investi-
gate ways of levering finance out of the private sector so that regional development
funds could be established.

The discussion paper was followed by a White Paper in December 1997
entitled Building Partnerships for Prosperity (HM Government, 1997). The White
Paper proposed nine RDA regions. The new development agencies would
‘promote sustainable development and social and physical regeneration and . . .
coordinate the work of regional and local partners in areas such as training,
investment, regeneration and business support’. The RDAs were to take over
some functions of the GORs and certain quangos, and would engage in the draft-
ing of a research regional economic plan, administering regeneration functions of
English Partnerships and the Rural Development Commission, administering
European Structural Funds, co-ordinate inward investment, reclaim and prepare
factory sites, market the region as a business location, and contribute to policies
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and programmes on transport, land use, environment, further and higher educa-
tion, crime prevention, health and tourism. The government also made it clear that
RDAs would not be taking powers away from local government. As a con-
sequence, although the possibility was raised by the planning minister during the
parliamentary scrutiny of the RDA bill in 1998, town and country planning was
excluded from the RDA remit and remained under local authority control. It was
stressed that this function would still be operated by democratically accountable
bodies which, in the absence of the regional chambers, indicated local govern-
ment. Nevertheless, in formulating their strategies the RDAs would have to take
account of local and strategic planning policies, in addition to Regional Planning
Guidance.

It is clear that the establishment of the RDAs was a significant new chapter in
the ongoing march towards stronger regional government in the UK. Together with
devolution to Scotland and Wales they might be seen to mark the emergence of a
substantially enhanced regional tier. However, unlike in Scotland or Wales, where
a degree of coherence and co-ordination can be discerned in the relationships
between the various agencies operating at regional and local scales, the arrange-
ments in England are still characterised by a fragmentation of functions amongst
the various agencies. Moreover, the relationships between RDAs and other
regional actors seem rather ambiguous; for instance, it is still far from clear even
now how the relationships between regional planning mechanisms and the regional
economic strategies will prevail in practice (Baker et al., 1999; Roberts and Lloyd,
1999). More seriously, it has been argued that the RDAs are now pale imitations of
those originally envisaged by the Regional Policy Commission and John Prescott,
the Deputy Prime Minister. According to Peter Hetherington, writing in the
Guardian in November 1998:

The RDAs were originally meant to be all-singing and dancing. The English

regions would acquire a layer of government to match the power and wealth of

the long established Welsh Development Agency and its opposite number north

of the border, Scottish Enterprise. But rival ministers and mandarins decided

that RDAs in the Prescott mould with powers drawn from several departments –

notably development grants from industry, known as selective regional

assistance, and the work of Training and Enterprise Councils (TECs) –

represented one step too far. So they rebelled . . . the RDAs . . . have been cut

down to size.

In the absence of local popular support for these regional bodies, the establish-
ment of elected and democratic regional chambers slipped down the government’s
list of priorities in its first parliament between 1997 and 2001. This once more
raises the problem that the RDAs may be viewed too much like central government
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quangos until the democratic level is established, an issue not assisted by accusa-
tions of cronyism in the appointments to RDA boards of Labour Party supporters
(Jones, 2001). For Hetherington (1998), writing perceptively four years ago, RDAs

seem destined to become agents of central government, delivering a range of

functions from re-developing land to building factories, rather than strong

regional power bases capable of competing with Scotland and Wales, let alone

Continental counterparts in an emerging Europe of Regions.

For the present time, until regional chambers are implemented in the 2001–5
parliament, RDAs are loosely linked to other regional actors but appear strongly
linked to central government. This raises the difficulty of the RDAs sitting within the
crucible of complex future policy relationships between regional planning strat-
egies, local authorities’ development plans, and national planning policy of central
government.

The Adequacy and Effectiveness of Current
Regional Planning

The limited piece of research, discussed below, was undertaken by Philip All-
mendinger and myself in 1999, assisted by Liz Cordy. Parts of it were published in
2000 (see Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000b). The research sought to
ascertain the attitudes of key stakeholders in a variety of existing public and semi-
public bodies in England, Scotland and Wales towards the emerging institutional
forms of regional planning and governance. Although regional planning only exists
in an institutional sense within England, it was decided to broaden the research to
consider the adequacy and desire for regional planning within Scotland and Wales
too since devolution. The overall aim of the research was to gauge perspectives on
the proposed arrangements, and to ascertain likely responses of existing institu-
tional networks with a view to assessing both the perceived horizontal relationships
between the new regional level and other agencies of governance and the per-
ceived vertical relationships between the new regional level and other scales of
governance within each of the three countries. This was illustrated with particular
reference to spatial planning and economic development.

The research sought to gauge the attitude of respondents towards the exist-
ing institutional arrangements for regional governance and planning. The first ques-
tion sought to ascertain whether respondents felt that current arrangements for
regional planning were adequate. The answer was an overwhelming ‘no’, with vari-
ations between the three nations (see Table 7.2). Though the headline figure for
adequacy of current arrangements shows general dissatisfaction amongst the
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respondents, it is interesting to note that this proportion was much lower in
England than in either Wales or Scotland. Respondents were asked to develop
their reasons for this. Although there was greater satisfaction with arrangements in
England there were some strong opinions from those dissatisfied with the arrange-
ments. These included, as stated in responses on the questionnaire returns:

• current imbalances of power between smaller and larger local authorities;
• a lack of resources and staff;
• restrictive timescales to progress regional policy/procedural arrangements.

In addition, a small minority felt that there was some confusion over the role of
RDAs and regional assemblies. In Wales general dissatisfaction with current
arrangements emanated from the feeling that there was no formal regional (that is,
sub-national) planning mechanism, while in Scotland there were a variety of
reasons for a lack of satisfaction. A minority of respondents felt that joint structure
plan arrangements were unsatisfactory because of competition between different
authorities and their conflicting priorities, which were not adequately resolved
either locally or nationally. It was considered that this could be achieved by a more
effective national planning framework. Some authorities also felt that such a frame-
work need not cover the whole of Scotland but could focus on different regions
within it – for example, the central belt.

In contrast to the general dissatisfaction with regional planning arrangements
there was broad contentment with current regional planning guidance in England
and Scotland, though this was less clear in Wales. In all, 45 per cent of respon-
dents in England and 52 per cent of those in Scotland felt that current arrange-
ments were either very effective or effective (Table 7.3). In Wales, however, the
figure was only 18 per cent. And while 1 per cent of respondents in England and
no respondents in Scotland considered existing regional planning arrangements to
be ineffective, the figure for Wales was 29 per cent. This should not, however, be
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Table 7.2 The adequacy of existing regional planning arrangements

Adequate Inadequate Don’t know Total

No. % No. % No. % No. %

England 26 33 52 65 2 3 80 100
Wales 3 18 14 82 0 0 17 100
Scotland 4 19 17 81 0 0 21 100
Total 33 28 83 70 2 2 118 100

Question: Do you feel that current arrangements for regional planning in your area are adequate?
Source: Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones (2000b)
Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding
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seen necessarily as an endorsement of existing arrangements in England and Scot-
land: 52 per cent and 48 per cent of respondents respectively considered existing
regional planning guidance to be ‘marginally effective’. This led many respondents
to comment on how existing arrangements could be improved. In England, there
was broad support for a greater integration of planning arrangements between
public and quasi-public bodies, and that regional planning guidance could help
ensure this. Furthermore, the relationship between regional planning guidance and
the objectives of structure, local and unitary development plans was felt to be an
area where effectiveness could be improved. Notwithstanding this, a number of
respondents considered that although these matters should improve the effective-
ness of guidance, the new arrangements for regional planning and governance
through regional assemblies and RDAs would provide help in achieving them. In
Scotland, the view again pointed towards either a national plan or a stronger stra-
tegic vision.

The sentiments of English respondents concerning the need to integrate dis-
parate public and quasi-public bodies’ planning and investment decisions was also
prominent. Also of equal importance was the desire to tie in public investment
decisions to a strategic plan. While being the most dissatisfied with existing
regional planning arrangements (mainly because of the lack of them), the Welsh
respondents were also the least forthcoming about how this could be addressed.
Possible alternatives mentioned included the need to clarify and enhance the
status of planning guidance in Wales through the transfer of responsibility in the
preparation of guidance to either the Welsh Assembly or the Welsh Development
Agency. It is, perhaps, significant here that the WDA should be viewed as a prin-
cipal alternative actor in the provision of regional planning mechanisms, despite
both the prominence of the relatively new National Assembly and the WDA’s lack
of statutory powers over the provision of spatial planning policy.

Devolution to the Scottish Parliament, Welsh Assembly and the English
regional assemblies and development agencies raises the possibility of improving
regional planning. However, in England only 22.7 per cent of respondents felt that
RDAs would lead to a more integrated approach to regional policy through the
strategic overview provided and their emphasis on planning, transport and eco-
nomic development strategies (see Table 7.4). One area identified by respondents
that the RDAs could improve was in raising the profile of regions generally and pro-
viding a stronger voice for regional matters. Other views raised included the possi-
bility of RDAs improving democratic accountability in regional planning matters,
although as quangos it is uncertain what respondents had in mind by referring to
this.

The majority of respondents did not consider that RDAs would actually
improve regional planning and guidance. A variety of reasons were offered in
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support of this, including the feeling that RDAs will be likely to follow their own
agendas. A more common view expressed in responses was that economic devel-
opment and spatial planning are too distinct to be integrated, even through the
strategies of RDAs. Other respondents criticised RDAs’ lack of accountability, their
commercial – rather than public – orientation, and their lack of funding.

The feeling from Scottish-based respondents was more positive towards the
ability of the Scottish Parliament to improve regional planning and policy guid-
ance. In all, 75 per cent of respondents felt the Parliament would improve the situ-
ation while only 20 per cent felt that it would not. This more positive perspective
can be partly explained by the low perception of the current situation. Although
there were a variety of reasons for the feeling of improvement, the predominant
optimistic attitude was that the Scottish Parliament would avoid the current domi-
nance of parochial politics, focus more on strategic matters and integrate land
use planning and economic matters. On the less enthusiastic side, a minority
opinion thought that the Scottish Parliament would centralise regional policy guid-
ance which would lead to a loss rather than enhancement of accountability.
Similar to the English situation highlighted above there was also a general feeling
that the Scottish Parliament would help raise the profile of regional planning
generally in Scotland.

Of the Welsh respondents, 47 per cent considered that the Welsh Assembly
would improve current regional planning arrangements, not only in terms of provid-
ing more of a regional focus through its elected members but also by making the
Welsh Development Agency more accountable. However, there was a large minor-
ity who felt that the Welsh Development Agency would resist this, given its tradi-
tion of centralist and autonomous working. Furthermore, it was considered that
tying the Welsh Development Agency more closely in with the Welsh Assembly
would not guarantee that spatial planning and economic development became
more integrated.

The idea of making new regional planning arrangements more accountable
through the various forms of regional governance was also explored (see Table
7.5). In England, 94 per cent of respondents felt that RDAs should be accountable
to elected regional assemblies, while 94 per cent of respondents in Wales felt that
the WDA should be accountable to the Welsh Assembly. The situation in Scotland
is slightly different in that the Scottish Executive is accountable to the Scottish Par-
liament; the Scottish dimension was therefore excluded from this question. Here
the question referred to accountability to the wider public and 76 per cent of
respondents felt that current public involvement amounts to little more than
tokenism. In England the corresponding figure was 78 per cent while in Wales it
was 75 per cent.

Apart from the ongoing changes to regional planning and governance the
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respondents were also asked to identify ways in which they thought the prepara-
tion of regional planning policy could be improved. The majority of English respon-
dents (53 per cent) made no response to this question, although 29 per cent
stressed the need for greater accountability even though it was recognised that
public interest in regional planning matters was generally very low. Suggestions of
how to increase accountability included the greater involvement of local elected
members and local planning officers, and the possible use of citizen’s panels for
the mediation of conflicts. Similar to England, respondents in Wales also stressed
the need for greater public consultation and involvement. The form of greater con-
sultation discussed included the possibility of elected regional assemblies both in
England (supported by 86 per cent of respondents) and Wales (supported by 61
per cent of respondents). If such assemblies would be created, 92 per cent of
English respondents and 85 per cent of Welsh respondents would support the
transfer of regional policy formulation to these institutions.

The advantages of such regional assemblies specified by respondents would
be in the greater accountability they would provide to the preparation of guidance
including a ‘sense of ownership’, and greater legitimacy for the guidance itself. In
addition, a number of respondents also mentioned the role of assemblies in provid-
ing policy cohesion. Nevertheless, there was also some feeling in Wales that
assemblies would add a further layer of bureaucracy, be of little or no benefit to
regional planning (24 per cent of respondents) and could provide confusion in the
mind of the public with regard to local authority responsibilities.

Another possible outcome of evolving forms of regional governance is the
fragmentation of national (that is, state) strategic policy formulation and co-
ordination through the emergence of a variety of new actors and mechanisms. The
government has announced the publication of a joint ‘concordat’ between England,
Scotland and Wales that covers a number of issues, including relations with the
European Union and inward investment bidding (HM Government, 1999), intended
to stop the development of divergent processes on specific policies in each of the
three countries. There was no clear view from the respondents as to whether they
thought this would actually occur in practice (see Table 7.6). Generally, almost the
same percentage of English and Welsh respondents were of the opinion that
fragmentation would or would not occur as a result of devolution and decentralisa-
tion. However, in Scotland, a higher proportion of respondents (57 per cent)
thought national strategic policy fragmentation would occur; some of these respon-
dents remarked that they viewed devolution as the path towards this goal.

Respondents were also asked whether state policy fragmentation would be
an issue to be concerned about. In contrast to the results of the previous question,
if such a fragmentation were to occur then only in England (64 per cent) was it
considered to be an issue of concern, while in Scotland and Wales only a minority
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(24 per cent and 25 per cent respectively) were concerned. In Scotland additional
questions were asked regarding the possibility of a divergence in legislation from
England and Wales, 43 per cent considering that this would occur, the most
common reason being the ability of the Scottish Parliament to be an expression of
existing differences. Only a minority felt that there would be no change because of
the continued dominance of Westminster; one respondent felt there would be a
convergence of policy.

Respondents were also of the opinion that further national policy was desir-
able, and this seems rather puzzling in the context of the award of an enhanced
regional governance tier, which is intended to assist in the decentralisation of
policy-making from national government rather than bolster the activities of the UK
government. The reason for this view could be an overwhelming feeling of uncer-
tainty over the new powers awarded to the regional tier; at worse, it might even
suggest an inability to define solutions and policies at this new regional level
without central guidance which would only circumvent the principle of decentralisa-
tion. Finally, other respondents called for what could be termed greater integration
of policy areas, including land use, transport and economic development.

Although there was a mixed feeling towards the possibility of a more frag-
mented national approach to policy formulation the survey sought to explore how
any fragmentation could be avoided. Although there were a number of respondents
who felt that fragmentation was not necessarily something to be avoided (particu-
larly in Scotland), government generally (be it Westminster, Edinburgh or Cardiff)
was perceived as the foil to such a trajectory. Respondents stated that this could
be achieved through co-ordinated and clear central guidance. In the event that this
was insufficient some local authority respondents suggested a strengthening of the
reserve powers of the relevant Secretary of State, although this would address
sub-national rather than national fragmentation. The possibility of a supra-national
body to ensure greater policy co-ordination was also raised, even though the EU
would in part provide such a role.

Conclusions

The expectations being placed on the new form of regional planning post-1998 are
startling. In addition to being subject to environmental assessment and a form of
sustainability appraisal, draft regional planning statements are also expected to
provide the regional planning framework for issues of more than local importance,
act as a basis for local authorities’ development plans, develop an integrated trans-
port and land use strategy for each region, support the regional economic strat-
egies of the Regional Development Agencies, and assist bids for European Union
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financial programmes in line with the government’s commitments towards emerg-
ing forms of European spatial planning. In addition to these requirements, regional
policy also has to take into account national planning policies of central govern-
ment and the decisions of the Secretary of State. This uneasy combination of
policy compatibility and conflict between and within agencies of regional gover-
nance responsible for the planning process could lead to tensions in practice. The
key questions that emerge are which governmental level of the state will now
shoulder the responsibility of resolving the same political conflicts that have always
been apparent in the planning system, and will practice meet the rhetoric?

The government’s commitments to enhance regional planning in England
since 1997 rest on more regional choice in the policy-making apparatus, by
extending the range of organisations and bodies in the formulation stages of the
guidance in each region and requiring that individual notes meet the needs of spe-
cific regions. These organisations, dubbed by the consultation paper as stakehold-
ers, include not only the local authorities and Government Offices for the Regions,
but additionally other governmental and non-governmental bodies such as busi-
nesses and quangos, all of which are expected to claim ownership of the strategy
for policy-making purposes. This move to enhance the regional level while the
government still retains overall planning policy agenda-setting at the national level
could give rise to conflict. To what extent enhanced regional planning policy will sit
comfortably with the state’s desire to provide a national planning policy framework
that the other tiers of governance are expected to conform to, remains a perplexing
question. It strikes to the very heart of the government’s dilemmas of decentralising
power from the centre to the regions to provide regional choice while retaining
authority across the entire state. But in addition to the vertical uncertainty that an
enhanced middle-level of policy-making will encourage between the national and
local policy agendas, relations across organisations in each region and across
sectors will also generate horizontal uncertainty.

The proposals for Regional Spatial Strategies illustrate the greater degree of
expectations being placed upon the planning system at this new level, almost as if
it is a panacea to resolve regulatory disputes arising at the national and local levels.
The broader remit of regional planning sectorally, together with an extension to the
number and range of stakeholders expected to participate in the policy-making
process, suggests the likelihood of enhanced conflict and dispute rather than its
amelioration. The recently introduced RPG Examination in Public (EIP) has
increased the public’s appetite for participation in strategic policy-making
processes (as the South-East EIP demonstrated in 1999), and so there does seem
to be a likelihood for the broader ownership of RPGs and the necessity to ensure
compatibility between RDAs’ strategies and planning tools to actually slow down
the planning preparation process, if only to satisfy the stakeholders’ demands. The
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public, the environmentalists, the local authorities, the GORs, and the RDAs, will all
expect the RPG and Regional Spatial Strategies to deliver on the complex inter-
linked web of sectoral topics contained within regional policy: housing develop-
ment, strategic employment sites, protection of the countryside, trunk road
development, retailing centre, minerals extraction, and waste disposal.

The difficulty of reconciling these issues in the eyes of more organisations
who shall now be afforded an opportunity to participate in the drafting of policies
should not be underestimated. And that does not even contemplate the possibility
of intergovernmental conflict between national planning policy priorities and indi-
vidual regional preferences. Once in place, the government could well be faced
with a further dilemma: how to democratise the regions both through planning pol-
icies and opportunities for stakeholder participation while speeding-up and making
more relevant the strategic planning process of each region.

Regionalism is a growing trend in the UK, not just in the Celtic periphery but
in England too. The institutional innovations introduced during the 1990s – among
them GORs, RDAs and enhanced regional planning forums – all point to greater
regional autonomy. And yet it remains unclear how all these new bodies can act
independently of central government. In the absence of separately elected forums
in the regions, a reliance will be placed on central government to provide both the
policy parameters and set expenditure controls. The government’s commitment to
support the creation of regional assemblies where there is a clear call for them will
provide the democratic mandate the regions require to assert themselves more
prominently. However, the creation of these assemblies for most of the English
regions appears some years away. The case for regional planning illustrates the
tensions and co-ordination apparent between the existing powers exercised by
Whitehall and the new decentralised autonomy proposed for the regions. If regions
can go their own way in responding to national policies then divergent develop-
ment trajectories between regions may emerge. However, the fragmentation
amongst the regional organisations of governance in England suggests the con-
comitant development of conflicting objectives both sectorally and institutionally. In
relation to housing for example, if certain regions promote a more protectionist
stance against new developments this will likely generate support from the country-
side lobby but alienation from the Regional Development Agencies (Cowell and
Murdoch, 1999). The degree of compatibility between the regional stakeholders is
therefore a matter of concern; should conflicts arise, which organisation or institu-
tion will intervene to mediate, and what position will central government take up in
attempts to resolve these sorts of dilemmas? Perhaps one outcome could be
greater central involvement, and the establishment of the Regional Intelligence Unit
within the Cabinet Office already hints at a greater co-ordinating role over the
activities of the regions (Cabinet Office, 2000).
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The recent sectoral pressures in the regions that have led to the establish-
ment of new institutions – Regional Development Agencies for economic develop-
ment, enhanced Regional Planning Guidance and Spatial Strategies for housing
development – are bound to be mirrored by calls for stronger regional policies in
order to ‘tie the economic agenda to the physical planning, housing and environ-
mental agendas, in the most difficult piece of “joined up” thinking yet’ (Crookston,
1998: 215). It seems apparent that further rationalisation and simplification at the
regional tier of governance will be required, together with the creation of stronger
regional policies, if regional choice is to make any difference. Whether this could
be achieved without some degree of democratic input at the regional level is no
doubt an issue that will continue to occupy the government.
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CHAPTER 8

LOCAL DISCRETION IN THE PLANNING POLICY
PROCESS

Introduction

Chapter 6 presented aggregate data showing that there is generally a degree of
acceptance among planning professionals within local planning authorities across
England and Wales for national planning policy guidance in planning policy
formulation. The research discussed in Chapter 6 indicated that the use of the
government’s Planning Policy Guidance Notes in providing direction and monitor-
ing in planning policy formulation under the plan-led process forms an important
part of the operation of land use planning in England, Scotland and Wales. This
has occurred while local planning authorities have been required to produce a dis-
trict-wide local plan if local policies are to benefit from the increased weight
afforded to local plan policies in determining development control decisions.

Not all local planning authorities have previous experience of local plan
preparation. The mandatory requirement for local plan preparation enshrined within
the Planning and Compensation Act 1991 has led to uncertainty within some local
authorities who have had to draft plans in a period of legal and policy transition,
and many of these producing plans for the first time. In the period since the imple-
mentation of the 1991 Act, local planning authorities – uncertain over the status of
the plan-led system – have sought to produce local plans that contain a compre-
hensive set of policies and cover every conceivable aspect of development, and
this has resulted in the preparation of more lengthy plans than in the past. Other
organisations outside central government and local government (for example,
developers, community groups and environmentalists) have recognised the
increased weight afforded to local plan policies to achieve certainty, and have also
used the local plan preparation process as a means to put forward their own ideals
and policy visions during the various stages of plan policy formulation.

The delay in producing local plans under the new planning regime has been
noteworthy, but the resultant lengthier plan preparation process and more compre-
hensive local plans covering a larger number of topics run counter to national plan-
ning guidance from central government, guidance that has stated continuously that
local plans should be put in place quickly (DoE, 1992b; DTLR, 2001b). The
increase in the number of objections being made to local planning authorities has
also emanated from the Department of the Environment’s regional offices, the



Scottish Office (now Scottish Executive) and the Welsh Office (now Welsh
Assembly). The government regional offices have been making a significantly high
number of objections to local plans, partly to ensure that plans are slimmer and
swifter (Royal Town Planning Institute, 1997), but also to ensure that central
government’s national planning policy guidance is adhered to by local planning
authorities at all times during plan formulation.

Following on from the analysis of the aggregate survey data in Chapter 6, a dis-
trict council was selected to consider the matters raised by the questionnaire survey
on a localised, more in-depth basis. The selection of West Dorset District Council, a
local authority in the south-west of England, was made in recognition of the import-
ance of local specificity for theoretical and practical understanding. The choice of
West Dorset originated from a breakdown of the questionnaire aggregate data. A
decision was made to select a district council whose respondent had expressed
strong views within the completed questionnaire on the degree and significance of
central government intervention in the preparation of its local plan. West Dorset’s
questionnaire recorded a significant number of interventions by the region’s govern-
ment office, the Government Office for the South West (GOSW), in its monitoring of
both the West Dorset Local Plan deposit version and pre-inquiry changes.

A detailed examination of the nature of the policy differences and conflicts
between the national planning policy guidance and West Dorset’s local plan would
enable an assessment of the degree to which central government’s quest for con-
sistency and certainty was resulting in local policies floundering in the face of high
levels of interventions. Such an intensive research investigation on the policy
formulation functions of one individual local authority would enable a thorough
assessment to be made of planning policy relationships and conflicts, and is con-
sidered to be the most appropriate vehicle to investigate the issue of national influ-
ence over local policy. The focus for the intensive case study examination is solely
related to the number of central government interventions made in the drafting
stages of that local authority’s local plan, as evidenced in the results of the ques-
tionnaire survey. The research restricts its focus to the role of central government
in local plan formulation, and does not consider the wider influence of other organ-
isations (such as developers, community groups, environmentalists and members
of the public) on the process.

An analysis of the position of West Dorset sought to assess the extent to which
national planning policy guidance impacted upon the formulation of local planning
policies, by examining the national planning policy role utilised by the Government
Office for the South West in attempting to achieve consistency and certainty in plan-
ning policy formulation. This case study examines in great detail the nature of the
government regional office’s comments in monitoring West Dorset’s local plan, the
significance of the comments, and the degree to which West Dorset amended pol-
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icies within their plan to ensure that the consistency defined by the GOSW was
achieved. The focus here would be on individual national impact on local processes,
and the degree of discretion that remained during local planning policy formulation.

The Form and Nature of Government Office
Planning Policy Scrutiny

In conversation with Department of the Environment civil servants at the govern-
ment regional offices, central government have been making record levels of objec-
tions to local plan policies since the introduction of the plan-led planning system in
the Planning and Compensation Act 1991. Indeed, this view is confirmed in the
results of the aggregate research survey, presented in Chapter 6, in which respon-
dents recorded high levels of interventions from central government in their com-
ments on local planning authorities’ policies. The high number of objections is in
part due to drafted local plan policies not being in conformity with national planning
policy guidance, as utilised by the government regional offices.

The main guidance advanced by central government to local planning authori-
ties on the preparation of district-wide local plans has been found in PPG12
Development Plans (revised in 1999 over its predecessor released in February
1992; DoE, 1992b; DETR, 1999), and in the Department of the Environment publi-
cation Development Plans: A Good Practice Guide (DoE, 1992a). Chapter 5
briefly mentioned these documents in putting forward a nationally consistent plan-
ning system, but this section discusses the form and nature of local plan prepara-
tion, as set out by central government, as a prelude to a discussion on West
Dorset’s experience of planning relations with the Government Office for the South
West. This discussion considers format, content and expression, and detail.

FORMAT

Guidance on the format of local plans centres on their structure, layout and design. In
particular, PPG12 and the Good Practice Guide provide advice to local authorities
on the presentation of introductory chapters, policies and the overall presentation of
the document. While many of these areas are left to the discretion of the local plan-
ning authority, it is clear that the DTLR (now ODPM) is eager to ensure some level of
consistency in the format of local plans and clarity of objectives across the country.
The government has always insisted that plans should be clear, concise and easily
understood by all those who use the documents, but consistency in presentation and
format could only further standardise local plans. The Good Practice Guide suggests
that good presentation and a clear strategy is paramount in enabling the reader to
form a clear and certain picture of what is acceptable and unacceptable development
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in each local planning authority area. The principal purpose of a clear local plan strat-
egy is to establish certain local planning objectives and long-term intentions, provide
a robust framework for the development of local planning policies, and ensure
performance criteria are established for quality and evaluative purposes.

CONTENT AND EXPRESSION

The government has decided to take a hands-off approach in informing local plan-
ning authorities on the detailed content of local plans. Very little policy guidance is
advanced within PPGs that explicitly requires local plans to address certain topics.
Despite the lack of this explicit guidance, local planning authorities do generally
follow the broad and often vague nature of the contents of Planning Policy Guid-
ance Notes. PPG12, for example, merely suggests that a wide range of issues
should be addressed in a local plan, but that this will depend on local circum-
stances and the preferences of individual local planning authorities. Nevertheless,
local planning policy formulation must have regard to economic, environmental and
social considerations. The government prefers local planning authorities using
criteria-based policies which clearly set out the circumstances in which planning
permission will or will not be granted, thereby emphasising the much sought-
after certainty inherent within the plan-led planning system.

The government is also concerned at the possibility of local planning authori-
ties misinterpreting the plan-led system and misusing the purposes of the local plan,
by including aspects of planning, environmental and development matters that are
ultra vires. This might include, for example, local planning authorities attempting to
place a burden of proof on developers in demonstrating the merits of their proposal,
or incorporating policies within local plans that are beyond land use planning bound-
aries. In order to achieve some element of consistency and certainty in planning
policy formulation, the expressions contained within local plan policies are also
matters of concern to central government. Policies should not be vague or ambigu-
ous, but provide clear statements on local preferences; they must also conform with
national planning policy guidance, unless there are local circumstances that justify a
departure. No information is given on what is meant by local circumstances, and the
degree of any local departure from a national policy position is not elaborated on
further. Finally, for the purposes of implementing a plan-led system, local plans must
contain policies and proposals that are clearly capable of being implemented.

DETAIL

Determining the level of detail appropriate for local plan policy formulation is also a
matter left to the discretion of individual local planning authorities. This does not
seem particularly surprising, since only local policy-makers can determine how to
meet local planning problems and concerns. It is important for development control
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decisions to be based on policies contained within the local plan (the embodiment of
a plan-led planning system). Nevertheless, the plan should not attempt to cover every
possible ad hoc planning scenario. PPG12 calls for local plans to be clear and
concise: ‘The Secretary of State is very much against over elaborate plan-making.
Plans should be clear, succinct and easily understood by all who need to know about
the planning policies and proposals in the area’ (DoE, 1992b: para. 5.3).

Following this overview of the nature and scope of government regional
offices’ planning functions, especially in local plan monitoring, attention will now be
focused on the planning role of the Government Office for the South West in moni-
toring local planning authorities in the region.

The Role of the Government Office for the South
West in Monitoring Local Plan Policies

The case study local planning authority, West Dorset District Council, is located in the
County of Dorset in south-west England. The responsibility for monitoring and scrutin-
ising local plans and comparing their contents with national planning policy guidance
rests with the government regional office, the Government Office for the South West
(GOSW). The government office is one of ten regional government offices in England
that undertakes intervention in local plan policy formulation on behalf of the Secretary
of State for the Environment. The National Assembly for Wales acts as another
government office in performing a similar duty on behalf of the Secretary of State for
Wales and the Welsh Cabinet (see Chapter 9). This section focuses on GOSW and
briefly outlines how and in what ways the regional office has utilised national planning
policy guidance in monitoring local plan policies in the South-West.

GOSW is principally based in Bristol, with satellite offices in Exeter and Ply-
mouth, and comprises the central government departments for the environment,
transport, education, employment, and trade and industry, and oversees the imple-
mentation of government policy to the counties of Avon, Cornwall, Devon, Dorset,
Gloucestershire, Somerset and Wiltshire. Within these seven counties are 46
district and unitary local planning authorities, of which West Dorset is an example
of the former. GOSW involvement in the preparation of development plans is
undertaken by the Development Planning and Implementation Team within the
Directorate of Environment and Transport. According to the annual plan of GOSW,
the regional planning objective is to:

guide the development, use and reclamation of land in a way which gives

appropriate weight to economic, environmental and social factors to ensure

propriety and timeliness in decision making.

(GOSW, 1997: 4)
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Within this objective, GOSW monitors the work of local planning authorities in the
region in the light of national planning policy issued by the Secretary of State for
the Environment. The significance of the level of intervention from GOSW in local
plan policy formulation varies, depending on the nature of the plan (for example,
whether it’s a draft or deposit plan), and the degree of significance of the non-
conformity between the local plan and national planning policy statements. A con-
sultation draft local plan will usually attract intense scrutiny by GOSW since it
forms a new or revised strategy for a local area, or else because a local planning
authority has had little prior experience of plan preparation. At this consultation
draft stage, GOSW sometimes makes a large number of comments or objections
to the contents of the local plan, as was witnessed by West Dorset in 1993.

The Head of the Development Planning and Implementation Team at GOSW,
in conversation with the author in 1995, remarked that central government com-
ments can be ‘significant’ at this point of local plan preparation to enable issues to
be addressed at an early stage in the plan process cycle and thereby contribute to
reducing the time taken up for the whole plan preparation process. Furthermore,
although GOSW is charged with ensuring consistency in local plan preparation
across the South-West region, the objections or comments provided by team
members to individual local planning authorities are purely advisory, and local plan-
ning authorities can exercise discretion in determining whether or not to take the
comments into account in preparing a subsequent version of the plan. However,
should a local planning authority decide not to follow the advice provided by
GOSW on a particular policy or proposal, and decision-makers ‘elect not to follow
relevant statements of the Government’s planning policy they must give clear and
convincing reasons’ (DoE/Welsh Office, 1992b: para. 21).

When the government regional office submits its comments and objections
on the contents of the local plan to a local planning authority, it does so with a brief
covering letter. This letter possesses two standard paragraphs that are worth high-
lighting at this stage:

I am writing to convey the Secretary of State’s objections to policies which

appear to conflict with national policies.

In some respects these objections are not made because the Secretary of State

necessarily opposes the objectives of the plan’s policies but because of the way

the policy is expressed which would be likely to cause difficulties in the

determination of planning cases.

The government office, as a central government department, therefore appears
sensitive to the accusation of interference in the political preferences of local plan-
ning authorities, and stresses the technical nature of that intervention where it does

156 Planning policy conflicts



occur. However, the distinction between policy advice and technical advice could
on occasions be slight.

Beyond the draft stage of local plan preparation, at the deposit and modifica-
tions stages, administrative staff will highlight the policy and proposal areas where
GOSW concerns have not been met since the publication of the local planning
authority’s consultation draft plan. These concerns might arise if the local planning
authority has not persuaded the government office of the particular local circum-
stances to otherwise justify a departure from the contents of national planning policy
guidance. The weight attached to the government office’s comments at this stage
therefore increases and the comments themselves become formal objections. Discus-
sions still occur at this stage between the local planning authority and the government
office, but if there remain irreconcilable differences between the two planning levels,
the Secretary of State for the Environment may use his powers of intervention to issue
a direction to modify or call-in all or part of the local plan for his determination.

Alternatively, rather than call-in part or all of a plan, the Secretary of State
may be prepared to let a contentious area go forward to the local plan inquiry.
The government regional offices do not appear at local plan inquiries, however,
to discuss contentious policy differences with local planning authorities since, in
the words of the Head of the Development Planning Team at Government Office
for the South West, ‘the source of the objections is conflict with published
national policies with which the Inspector will be fully conversant’. Both a call-in
direction and an unresolved policy contention between the government office
and a local planning authority rarely occur, but both are a significant rule of
power that can be used as a threat against local planning authorities attempting
to deviate from a national policy norm. By utilising this threat, GOSW and the
other regional offices can ensure consistency and certainty is achieved in local
plan policy formulation across Britain, through standardising plans and policies,
and reducing local discretion to challenge a national planning policy agenda.

The next section turns attention to one local planning authority’s experience
of the Government Office for the South West’s monitoring and scrutinising role in
local plan preparation, West Dorset District Council, and the use of national plan-
ning policy guidance to intervene in local plan policy formulation.

West Dorset’s Local Plans: Research Context

West Dorset had produced its draft local plan in 1992. After that time, the district
council went on to prepare its local plan deposit version, published in June 1994.
When West Dorset had responded to the research questionnaire, discussed in
Chapter 6, the comments they had received from the government regional office

Local discretion 157



had been logged, noted and evaluated, and formed a focal point for amendments
and clarification prior to a local plan inquiry. When the case study research was
undertaken in early 1996, the district council had also published pre-inquiry
changes to the local plan and had also received further comments and objections
from the Government Office for the South West. The existence of two sets of local
plan documents for West Dorset enabled the collection of extra material in the
form of two stages of comments between the Government Office for the South
West and West Dorset’s responses. Together with the local plans themselves,
these documents provided a rich seam of detailed planning policy information. The
timing context for this research is illustrated in Table 8.1.

The research analysis involved a number of stages. First, all comments and
objections from the Government Office for the South West were compared against
the contents of West Dorset’s deposit local plan (stages one and two of Table 8.1).
This involved noting the number of comments and objections in relation to each
policy area of the local plan and the nature of those comments. West Dorset’s
deposit plan was segregated into nine policy topics: settlement, housing, employ-
ment, shopping and commerce, conservation and environment, tourism, recreation,
community and utility services, and transportation. The government regional office’s
comments related to both specific policies of the plan and to the accompanying
text. Both types of comments were recorded. Once all the comments or objections
had been noted at stage two of the research, the total number for each policy area
was highlighted, and these were then analysed further in an attempt to categorise
the nature of the comments. This categorisation process initially related to the three
areas previously highlighted: format, content and expression, and detail. However,
following some preliminary analysis, it was determined that this classification was
too simplistic, and a more detailed categorisation was necessary. The revised cate-
gorisation selected classified the comments and objections from the Government
Office for the South West into 13 areas, as highlighted in Table 8.2.

These 13 categories, selected as the most occurring comments and objec-
tions advanced by the Government Office for the South West, cover all comments
made in reply to West Dorset’s deposit local plan. The 13 categories are self-
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Table 8.1 Timing of West Dorset Local Plan (WDLP) research

Stage Local plan stage and date Date of research analysis

1 WDLP Deposit Draft March–May 1996
2 Comments/objections from GOSW March–May 1996
3 WDLP Pre-Inquiry Changes Jan.–March 1998
4 Comments/objections from GOSW Jan.–March 1998

Source: Author, derived from information supplied by West Dorset District Council



explanatory in the nature of the problem they summarise but will be explained
further during the more detailed assessment of policy differences in the next
section. Concentrating on these 13 categories would allow for the discussion of
problem areas between central government and the local planning authority in
more detail, and would enable an assessment of the nature of government office
intervention in local plan preparation, its use of national planning policy guidance in
advancing comments and objections to the local level, and the significance of
these comments and objections in forcing or coercing West Dorset to amend or
delete its local planning policies. Although the 13 categories cover all nine policy
chapters of the local plan, it would prove impossible to present the research find-
ings of every single comment in any great depth, due to length constraints. The
number of comments and objections relating to all nine chapters and 13 cat-
egories are therefore summarised later, together with examples used from different
policy chapters of the local plan as illustrations in the following pages.

Following completion of stages one and two of this research, attention was
focused on stages three and four. This involved scrutiny of the pre-inquiry local
plan changes produced by West Dorset District Council in reply to the Govern-
ment Office for the South West’s comments and objections, and a second set of
comments and objections made by GOSW to the pre-inquiry changes. This would
enable an assessment of the extent to which the government regional office,
employing national planning policy guidance in its comments, enforced directly or
indirectly a change to the content or wording of West Dorset’s local plan policies,
and chart that process over a 12-month period between June 1994 and June
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Table 8.2 Categorisation of comments and objections from Government Office to the South West to
West Dorset deposit plan

Key Category

Appropriateness Appropriateness of policy or text
Certainty The need for certainty with flexibility
Clarity Clarity of plan or policy
Implementation Implementation issues
Local issues Lack of justified local circumstances
National policy Consistency with national policy guidance
Non-land use Non-land use planning issue
Plan consistency Consistency between different sections of the plan
Policy aims Uncertainty with aims of policy
Policy status Uncertainty with status of policy
Policy–text Confusion between policy and text
Regional policy Consistency with regional planning guidance
Strategic policy Repetition of strategic structure plan policy

Source: Author



1995. The second set of GOSW comments and objections were classified into
the 13 categories utilised in stages 1 and 2 to enable ease of comparison.

Analysis of the results of all stages of this research are presented in the
following section. Aggregate and detailed findings are classified into the 13 cat-
egories, but additionally indicative examples are provided of these categories from
West Dorset’s local plan.

National Planning Policy Objections to Local
Policy

As depicted in Table 8.3, the total number of objections recorded by West Dorset
District Council from the Government Office for the South West to the deposit
version of its local plan was exceptionally high. Out of a total of 174 objections, 139
were directly related to policies within the plan and a further 35 related to the
accompanying text. Despite the comments made by GOSW officials regarding the
general number of objections made to local plans as the plan preparation process
occurs (a higher number at the draft rather than deposit stage, but added weight to
comments made at the deposit stage and thereafter), it is noteworthy that GOSW
still made over 170 objections to a deposit plan, after having scrutinised West
Dorset’s draft plan in early 1993. Since this research does not include scrutiny of
West Dorset’s draft plan or GOSW’s objections at this stage, we can only specu-
late on the reasons why such a high number of GOSW objections remained.

Possible reasons include a less thorough scrutiny at the draft stage by
GOSW, scrutiny undertaken by a different GOSW official between the two stages,
or refusal on the part of West Dorset to amend its draft plan to take into account
GOSW objections. GOSW’s intervention in West Dorset’s local plan policy
formulation is notable in certain key policy chapters, including conservation and the
environment, and transportation, which recorded the two highest levels of objec-
tions and the greatest proportion made against policies, rather than text. It is diffi-
cult to read anything more into these figures at this stage – for example, the
differences between minor wording objections and major policy differences – since
the degree of significance of the objections cannot be assessed.

When the GOSW objections are broken down into the 13 categories (see
Table 8.4), the figures reveal a large number of categories where high objections
were recorded. These are discussed separate, categories being presented in the
order of highest to lowest number of objections, together with indicative examples.

CERTAINTY WITH FLEXIBILITY

The most contentious area related to a desire for certainty with flexibility, represent-
ing over 30 per cent of all objections. This category undoubtedly reflects the push
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by central government for the local plan to provide more certain conditions for
developers and communities in providing a framework for planning control
decisions locally and is in the spirit of the plan-led planning system introduced by
the Planning and Compensation Act 1991.

Nevertheless, the category is certainty with flexibility, and the government
regional office has stressed the non-binding role of the local plan on local planning
authorities to provide, first, local discretion to determine each planning case on its
own merits, and, second, a flexible framework to take account of local social, eco-
nomic and environmental changes in the plan period. The distinction between a
local plan policy providing a certain statement on local development pressures and
restraints, and one acting as a flexible tool to accommodate sudden political
changes is a difficult balancing act for any local planning authority to contend with.

The highest number of objections relating to certainty with flexibility was that
for conservation and the environment, where West Dorset’s planning policy formu-
lators had drafted protection policies against development in environmentally sensi-
tive locations. The certainty with flexibility objection from GOSW comprised, in all
53 cases of objection to the deposit plan, a standardised statement:

Government Office for the South West

To provide certainty and flexibility, policies should set out the criteria which will

be used to decide planning applications. Such criteria should include any

circumstances where exceptions would be made to the general policy.

‘Normally’ should not be included as it serves only to make a policy unclear,

contrary to PPG12 para.7.11.
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Table 8.3 Total number of objections made by GOSW to West Dorset’s deposit plan

Plan chapter Number of objections recorded

Policies Text Total

Settlement 4 5 9
Housing 8 9 17
Employment 10 5 15
Shopping and commerce 15 1 16
Conservation and environment 33 8 41
Tourism 16 1 17
Recreation 13 2 15
Community and utility services 11 0 11
Transportation 29 4 33
Total 139 35 174

Source: Author, derived from GOSW comments to West Dorset’s deposit plan
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A planning system that had for 44 years emphasised flexibility in policy
wording had, through the introduction of the plan-led system, created a new
requirement: certainty within that flexibility. Therefore, policies that had previously
contained semantic caveats, such as the use of the words ‘normally’, ‘may’, ‘ought
to’, and ‘will consider’ (see Chapter 5), were now frowned upon by central govern-
ment. Developers and communities required a stronger line from local planning
authorities; they needed to be certain what the authority would do, according to
the development under consideration, and the location of that proposed develop-
ment. Catch-all statements would not provide the certainty aimed for under the
plan-led system. The type of policies within West Dorset’s local plan reflect this
change in priorities, and the following illustrative policy statements, taken directly
from WDDC’s local plan, reflect the non-certain statements that were objected to
by the Government Office for the South West:

West Dorset District Council

Policy L8 Historic Parks and Gardens

Development that would destroy or seriously affect the enjoyment, the historic

character or setting of historic parks and gardens identified by English Heritage

in their register of ‘Historic Parks and Gardens’ will not normally be permitted.

Policy L10 Protection of Statutory Nature Reserves and SSSIs

Development that may destroy or adversely affect a statutory or formally

proposed nature reserve or Site of Special Scientific Interest, either directly or

indirectly, will not normally be permitted.

Policy CD7 Development In and Adjoining Conservation Areas

Development that is likely to have an adverse effect on the character or setting

of a conservation area will not normally be permitted. Any development that is

allowed must preserve or enhance the character of the conservation area.

In all cases relating to certainty with flexibility objections, WDDC amended the pol-
icies at the pre-inquiry changes plan to provide more positive statements by delet-
ing the word ‘normally’. The criteria called for by the government office, however,
was not followed in several cases by WDDC. The Government Office for the
South West prefers criteria-based policies within local plans, since this provides a
certain and clear framework for developers and communities. But the inclusion of
criteria would only reintroduce an element of local flexibility in the certain policy
framework, by indicating the circumstances under which exceptions to the policy
might be permitted. The inclusion of policy criteria is a government regional office
requirement, and is not a policy requirement outlined in any national planning policy
statement. Local planning authorities such as West Dorset that decide not to
include criteria-based local policies within their local plans as a matter of choice
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would therefore seem to be on a sure footing by not following the government
office’s position on this matter. This permits local discretion in planning policy
formulation but could also contribute towards a weak certain local policy statement
to be used in planning control and, more importantly, planning appeal cases.

CLARITY

Clarity of policy expression caused Government Office for the South West inter-
vention in West Dorset’s deposit plan on 40 separate occasions. While most
policy chapters of the plan led to three of four clarity comments by GOSW, it was
the conservation and environment chapter that once again received the highest
number of objections, with almost a half of all clarity comments devoted to the con-
servation and environment policies. Clarity in policy expression is an essential
component of the provision of certainty in local plan statements. Problems are
caused for local planning authorities when policies are vague, ambiguous and
simply badly phrased. The local planning authority, developers and members of the
public could all possess very different opinions on policy meaning where there is a
lack of clarity. Providing local certainty in the spirit of the plan-led planning system
has necessitated the government regional offices intervening more often to make
comments on the syntax of local policy statements.

West Dorset’s difficulties with clarity of policies show little regard for inter-
pretation and implementation, rather than a desire to retain more flexibility in local
decision-making processes. The following West Dorset policy examples indicate
syntax and meaning problems in their deposit plan:

West Dorset District Council

Policy E8 Agricultural Diversification

In considering proposals for the use of agricultural land for any form of

development not associated with agriculture, the district council will seek to

ensure a satisfactory balance between the agricultural, environmental and

economic implications.

Policy E8 was objected to by GOSW because of the inclusion of the phrase ‘will
seek to ensure a satisfactory balance’. GOSW requested that the policy be
amended through the deletion of the phrase in the interests of clarity. West Dorset
District Council at the pre-inquiry changes redrafted the policy to provide a more
unambiguous statement in the plan.

Other policies possessed similar ambiguous statements, all of which were
objected to by GOSW for lack of clarity. These included: ‘a substantial increase in
traffic’ and ‘will be resisted’ (from Policy E10 Employment at St George’s Road
Dorchester); ‘may be permitted in exceptional circumstances’ (from Policy SC2 Out
of Centre Stores); ‘suitable for a variety of uses’ (from Policy SC7 Charles Street
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Dorchester); and ‘will be resisted’ (from Policy CD11 Demolition within a Conserva-
tion Area). For the most part, the rewording of these policies and the deletion of the
problematic unclear statements made sense, since they could be subject to differing
opinions by users of the planning system. On the other hand, the tightening-up of
statements within policies could lead to less discretion becoming available to local
planning authorities as a means of negotiation with developers and the public. And
this is certainly evident in some of GOSW’s objections in relation to clarity.

Policy E8, highlighted above, was objected to by GOSW and redrafted to
provide a more robust policy statement. But at the pre-inquiry plan changes,
GOSW again objected to the policy with the following objection:

Government Office for the South West

It would be better if it reflected the advice in PPG7 (para.2.6) about protecting

the best and versatile agricultural land.

Policy E8 was not viewed as being inconsistent with national PPG7 at the initial
period of consultation (in fact, PPG7 was not mentioned at all), nor at the pre-
inquiry changes. Rather, GOSW simply did not approve of the local planning
authority’s use of semantics. The use of the phrase ‘It would be better’ prompts the
question, for whom? This is an example of the government regional office objecting
in a very detailed and pedantic manner to a local plan policy. While the government
regional office provides advice rather than direction in its comments to local plan-
ning authorities, and the latter are under no obligation to follow such advice, there
is a danger that local planning authorities will replicate national planning policy
simply to avoid difficulties between the two levels of government. In the case of
Policy E8, West Dorset District Council redrafted the policy for a second time by
following exactly the contents of paragraph 2.6 of national Planning Policy Guid-
ance Note 7.

The differences over Policy E8, described above, also impact upon the more
conceptual discussion of local discretion in planning policy formulation. Here we
have a separately elected arm of the state advising another on the appropriateness
of policy wording and causing an amendment to that policy. Local plan policy
statements are political expressions made by the independently elected local
authorities. One can accept the role of a good practice agency to ensure clarity in
expression, but quite another when the government office recommendations result
in change to the meaning of policy statements. In the other problematic policy
statements highlighted above, all policies were amended following GOSW objec-
tion with exception to one, Policy SC2. This was not amended to delete the
unclear statement and went forward to the local plan inquiry and the inspector’s
ultimate determination as a contentious matter between the district council and the
government office.
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INCONSISTENCY WITH NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY

Table 8.4 indicates that the Government Office for the South West made 32
objections to West Dorset’s local plan on the grounds of inconsistency with the
government’s national planning policy guidance. PPG1 General Policy and Prin-
ciples requires local planning policies to be consistent with national and regional
planning policies if local plans are to benefit from the enhanced weight afforded to
local policies by the provisions of the ‘plan-led’ planning system. PPG1 states that,

if the development plan is to carry full weight it needs to be up to date and

consistent with national and regional policies as well as relevant to the proposal

in question.

(PPG1, DoE/Welsh Office, 1992b)

This is not a legal requirement, merely a policy expectation, but it does carry
significant weight within local planning authorities. Between one and five objec-
tions relating to this category were made by GOSW to West Dorset’s deposit plan
policy chapters; one chapter, conservation and environment, received 14 objec-
tions, comprising almost 50 per cent of national–local policy inconsistency objec-
tions to the plan as whole.

Examples of inconsistency between national planning policy statements and
the policies contained in West Dorset’s local plan relate to specific sentences.
These include:

SETTLEMENT

West Dorset District Council

Policy SP4 General Criteria for the Change of Use or Adaptation of Rural

Buildings

Government Office for the South West

Inconsistent with PPG7, paragraph 2.15, to include reference to the form, bulk

and general design in keeping with the building’s surroundings.

SHOPPING AND COMMERCE

West Dorset District Council

Policy SC1 Shops and Services

Government Office for the South West

Inconsistent with PPG13, paragraph 3.10, to take into account the accessibility

of local convenience shopping.

West Dorset District Council

Paragraphs 6.12–6.15 on location of shops and commercial developments

Government Office for the South West

Inconsistency with PPG6, paragraph B10, to include criteria based policies and

certainty for developers.
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West Dorset District Council

Policy SC2 Out of Centre Stores

Government Office for the South West

Inconsistent with PPG6, paragraph 31, and PPG13, paragraph 3.10, to account

for the availability of a choice of transport mode.

CONSERVATION AND ENVIRONMENT

West Dorset District Council

Policy L10 Protection of Statutory Nature Reserves and SSSIs

Government Office for the South West

Policy L10 is more restrictive than PPG9, paragraph 27.

West Dorset District Council

Policy CD8 Development Affecting Listed Buildings

Government Office for the South West

Inconsistent with PPG15, paragraph 2.18, to cover change of use of listed

buildings.

West Dorset District Council

Policy CD10 Demolition of Listed Buildings

Government Office for the South West

Policy CD10 is more restrictive than PPG15, paragraph 3.17.

West Dorset District Council

Policy CD17 Areas of Archaeological Sensitivity

Government Office for the South West

Inconsistent with PPG16, paragraph 21, to request, rather than expect, an

archaeological study to be carried out by the developer.

The objections raised in this category fall into two types: matters omitted
from the local policies but which national planning policy guidance requires local
planning authorities to include in development plans, and local policies that
conform broadly to national planning policies but which go beyond the phraseology
of PPGs, usually taking a much stronger, or regulatory, policy line.

The former could sometimes be errors of policy formulation on the part of
West Dorset, or they might be determined local political decisions not to follow the
national planning policy statements’ sentiments strictly. Inspection of what hap-
pened at the pre-inquiry stages in West Dorset indicate that they were generally
matters that had been excluded when the local plan was drafted. Policies SP4,
SC1 and SC2, together with paragraphs 6.12–6.15 of the deposit plan, were all
redrafted prior to the local plan inquiry to conform to the advice put forward by
GOSW in order to ensure consistency between national and local policies. In addi-
tion, one of the national planning policy statements utilised by the government
office to illustrate inconsistency, PPG13 Transport, had been issued in March
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1994, just three months prior to the publication of the West Dorset deposit plan,
and local planners had not managed to integrate the policies within the document
in sufficient time. This explains the inconsistency between national and local policy
for Policies SC1, SC2, and CD8, the latter policy being inconsistent with PPG15
Planning and the Historic Environment (that was released after the publication of
West Dorset’s local plan).

The second type of inconsistency possesses a much stronger local political
configuration. Policies L10, CD10 and CD17 were all objected to by GOSW since
they were regarded as being more restrictive than the guidance contained in the
PPGs. All three policies relate to environmental protection or conservation, and aim
to protect sensitive landscapes. However, they take a much stronger restrictive
policy line than that advocated in national policies. In many ways, these local pol-
icies do provide for a great deal of certainty in local areas, by clearly indicating
where development will not be permitted, or the criteria by which planning permis-
sion will be given. They fell foul of the government office because the relevant
national planning policies indicate more flexibility in statements of certainty. In this
regard, they conform to a rule of law over environmentally sensitive locations in
West Dorset but are inconsistent with national policies that emphasise discretion.
As a consequence, GOSW could be accused of double standards by objecting to
some local policies because they do not provide sufficient certainty, but then
objecting to other local policies where – in the opinion of the government office –
they emphasise too much certainty.

Environmental protection policies are some of the most contentious policy
subjects locally and nationally since they affect the `familiar and cherished local
scene’. But they are also localised judgements on the built and natural environ-
mental features that are important locally. While national planning policies can
therefore set a broad framework, it is very difficult to accept national planning
policy overriding locally formulated landscape policies.

In this latter type of objection, West Dorset District Council redrafted Policies
L10 and CD17 to conform to the wording of national planning policy guidance and
thereby watered-down the restriction of their own local environmental and conser-
vation policy statements in the face of opposition from central government. Policy
CD10 relating to the demolition of listed buildings was not amended by West
Dorset, and despite continued opposition from the government office, went to the
local plan inquiry as a contentious policy area. The chances of this local policy dif-
ference surviving the local plan inquiry would be a matter for West Dorset’s plan-
ners and advocates, and the inspector presiding at the inquiry. West Dorset’s
policy-formulators would have to provide a good local case. As was previously
remarked, the government office relies on the opinions of the presiding inspector
to implement national government policy. How impartial this makes the independ-
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ent inspector in mediating between government office and local planning authority
policy disputes is an interesting point.

POLICY–TEXT ISSUES

Policy–text issues caused objections from GOSW on 27 occasions. ‘Policy–text’
is defined here as matters that West Dorset had included in the local plan’s
accompanying text but which the government office believed should have been
included in the actual policies, or vice versa. This is a legitimate area of concern for
the government office in its monitoring of local planning policy formulation. The
local plan is a statutory document, and to ensure that plans are used correctly in
the plan-led system users must be able to consult the policies within plans to
identify the development and environmental issues of concern to each local area. It
is, however, a legally contentious area identifying whether the whole local plan, or
merely the policies rather than the accompanying text of the plan, possesses
enhanced status under the provisions of the 1991 Act.

The government regional offices have interpreted the statute as giving
enhanced status only to the policies within local plans, and have therefore been at
pains to ensure that the relevant statements local planning authorities use to inform
planning control decisions are included within the wording of actual policies.
However, this policy position cannot be found in any national planning policy state-
ment, and the government offices are taking a risk in pursuing this line without
written support. This is an interesting and unusual example of central government,
possessing a direct influence over planning policy formulation at the local level
but without justifying their position through any published national planning policy
guidance.

The policy–text problem in West Dorset identified by GOSW occurred to a
relatively significant degree in the housing chapter of the local plan (on 11 occa-
sions). The following examples from the housing chapter indicate the nature of the
problem identified:

HOUSING

West Dorset District Council Para.4.3, Deposit Plan

Permission will not normally be granted for the change of use or other

development involving the loss of housing accommodation in primarily

residential areas, although exceptions will be considered . . .

Government Office for the South West

PPG12 para.7.12 states that policies and proposals should be readily

distinguished from the rest of the text. Paragraph 4.3 appears to contain land

use policies which should be set out as formal policies of the plan.

West Dorset District Council Para.4.4, Deposit Plan
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Where permission is required for the erection of an extension to a dwelling all

applications will be considered on their merits having due regard to the

relationship with neighbouring properties.

Government Office for the South West

Replication of previous statement, as for paragraph 4.3 above.

West Dorset District Council Para.4.18, Deposit Plan

If a dwelling is derelict or in practical terms is no longer in existence or the

residential use has been abandoned, permission for a new dwelling will not

normally be allowed.

Government Office for the South West

Replication of previous statement, as for paragraph 4.3 above.

It is interesting to note that the government office has used a standard paragraph
once again to object to different statements within the local plan. In fact on this
occasion, the government office was embarrassed to discover that a complete
replication of the paragraph 4.3 objection had been used on all other objections
in the housing chapter of the plan, including reference to paragraph 4.3 rather
than paragraph 4.4, 4.18, etc. But West Dorset accepted the objections in the
spirit intended. The district council’s reaction to these objections was to amend
the text of the plan and integrate all statements into policies at the pre-inquiry
changes.

NON-LAND USE ISSUES

As Table 8.4 indicates, ‘non-land use issues’ objections were made by GOSW on
26 occasions, where the government office determined that the issue referred to in
a local plan policy was outside the definition of the statutory planning system, or
beyond the scope of local plans. This is also a contentious area, since the scope of
the planning system is large, and local planning authorities may wish to use the
system to co-ordinate broader socio-economic and environmental change. The
British government, however, along with the courts, have narrowed the meaning of
planning to refer to land use issues alone (that is, matters relating to the use,
control and development of land), and not to the reasons, management or users of
changing land use and development. This has caused problems for local planning
authorities over the last 50 years who, eager to implement policies to ameliorate
identifiable local problems, have attempted to use planning to achieve non-land
use issues, especially in relation to the provision of affordable housing to secure
development for a particular user of the land (low income groups).

West Dorset’s problems in this objection category occur in nearly all policy
chapters of the local plan, but are notable in the environment and conservation and
transportation policies, and are illustrated in the following examples:
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CONSERVATION AND ENVIRONMENT

West Dorset District Council

Policy L3 Heritage Coast Management

Government Office for the South West

PPG12 para.5.6 advises that non land use policies should not be included in

local plans. Policy L3 is a management statement rather than a policy

concerned with the use and development of land. It should be deleted as a

policy, although it could usefully be included in the reasoned justification.

West Dorset District Council

Policy L6 Forestry Commission Forests

Government Office for the South West

Replication of previous statement, as for Policy L3 above.

West Dorset District Council

Policy CD2 Tree Planting

Government Office for the South West

Encouraging applicants to manage and provide trees, and the intention to make

Tree Preservation Orders, are non-land use matters which should not form part

of the policy (PPG12 para.5.6). However, the plan could set out the policy or

policies which will apply to trees covered by TPOs.

TRANSPORTATION

West Dorset District Council

Policy TR15 Cyclists and Pedestrians

Government Office for the South West

This is a general management statement rather than a land use policy and

should be deleted (PPG12 para.5.6). However, the plan should include specific

policies or proposals for the improvement of cyclist and pedestrian safety

(PPG12 para.5.27) and should show how this matter will be taken into account

in deciding planning applications.

West Dorset District Council

Policy TR16 Provision for People With Disabilities

Government Office for the South West

This is a general management statement rather than a land use policy and

should be deleted (PPG12 para.5.6). The local plan should include specific

policies or proposals for access for the disabled, and should show how this

matter will be taken into account in deciding planning applications.

The examples illustrated here combine pure management issues that are beyond
the scope of the planning system, and planning matters that are not strictly land
use concerns but which could be included in the plan’s accompanying text. The
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distinction between land use and non-land use in the latter type can often be
blurred, and it is interesting to note the government office’s liberal use of para-
graph 5.6 of Planning Policy Guidance Note 12 to justify its objections in this cat-
egory. In the above examples, Policies L3, L6 and CD2 were all redrafted
substantially and found favour with GOSW in the comments to the pre-inquiry
changes. Policies TR15 and TR16, however, remained problematic areas. West
Dorset redrafted rather than deleted the policies, and the government office con-
tinued to object on the grounds that they were not specific policies merely state-
ments of intent. The precise rationale for this objection seems to be based on the
requirement for clear and certain local policy statements related to specific pro-
posals. The amended policies were simply too flexible in their syntax to appear
acceptable to GOSW. Nevertheless, these policies were two further examples of
national–local policy contentions progressing forward to the local plan inquiry for
the inspector’s determination.

CONSISTENCY IN THE PLAN

This category of objection centres on a lack of consistency between different sec-
tions of the local plan. This might arise when different chapters of the local plan have
been formulated by different planning officers, and insufficient attention provided to
harmonisation and integration. But it can also arise as a consequence of another
problem. Policies within the plan should be in general conformity; ‘general’ is an
important word here since clearly some parts of the plan are bound to be pulling
against other policies. For example, a policy to promote economic development and
the designation of employment sites might appear to conflict with a policy elsewhere
in the local plan to safeguard the environment against obtrusive developments.

The statutory planning system in England, Scotland and Wales recognises
the importance of retaining policies that pull in opposite directions in order to
provide certainty with flexibility, and for local planning authorities to determine each
case on the merits of all relevant policies of the local plan and other material con-
siderations. In some ways, this is a problematic area in relation to the provision of
certainty in plan policy formulation. Certainty requires a clear and unambiguous
statement of local planning choices, but taking this to its logical conclusion one
would expect the local plan to specify in some detail where development would be
built, what sort of development would be allowed, and the criteria to be taken into
account by decision-makers. Local plans should provide these elements within
their policies but will nevertheless include other considerations that could cancel
out statements making particular intentions. From this perspective, the enhanced
status of policies provided by the plan-led system to provide certainty cannot exist
to the same extent as when there are no policies pulling in different directions, a
fact recognised by some planning lawyers recently.
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The government office’s objections to the lack of consistency within the local
plan seem to be, therefore, only partial, and relate to detail rather than generality.
Examples from West Dorset’s deposit plan in this category include policies within
the employment, conservation and environment, community and utility services, and
transportation chapters.

EMPLOYMENT

West Dorset District Council

Paragraph 5.11(i) Criteria for employment development on specific site

Government Office for the South West

This paragraph refers to an `area of search’ shown on the proposals map. The

proposals map inset for Dorchester does not appear to include such notation.

West Dorset District Council

Policy E5 Employment Uses in the Countryside

Government Office for the South West

The requirement is inconsistent with local plan policy SP4, criterion (i) of which

states that planning permission will not normally be given to conversion

proposals which involve substantial rebuilding.

CONSERVATION AND ENVIRONMENT

West Dorset District Council

Paragraph 7.82 Under Policy CD11, it states that criteria for determining

proposals within a conservation area are set out in Policy CD10

Government Office for the South West

If the criteria set out in Policy CD10 are to be used to decide applications

covered by CD11, these should be re-stated in that policy or the policy should

contain a clear cross-reference to Policy CD10.

The examples provided above illustrate the type of objections made by the govern-
ment office. A considerable number of the objections in this category related to
inconsistency between policy statements and the local plans proposals map, and
these are clear basic errors on the part of West Dorset’s plan policy formulators.
Other types of objection relate to policy specifics, and are of a nature discussed
previously, assuming that different chapters of the plan were produced by different
individuals. There were no differences between national planning policies and local
planning policies here, nor can there be any political significance attached to the
government office’s objections. This is one category of objection where the inter-
vention relates to providing a cohesive and integrated local planning document that
could be used by the local planning authority.
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IMPLEMENTATION

Implementation objections numbered 19, and the vast majority of these were to be
found in the conservation and environment chapter of the local plan. Implementa-
tion problems made by the government regional office relate to policies that were
deemed to be difficult to implement in local decision settings, either because of the
syntax used within the policies or as a consequence of issues that could not be
achieved by local planning authorities. The following examples illustrate the nature
of objections:

CONSERVATION AND ENVIRONMENT

West Dorset District Council

Policy L13 Coastal Defence

Government Office for the South West

The policy as drafted does not provide objective criteria against which planning

applications can be decided, as advised by PPG12, para.1.1. The policy should

be redrafted to set out the circumstances in which planning permission will or

will not be granted.

West Dorset District Council

Policy CD10 Demolition of Listed Buildings

Government Office for the South West

The policy as drafted does not provide objective criteria against which planning

applications can be decided, as advised by PPG12, para.1.1. Sub-paragraphs

(i)–(iv) set out general considerations rather than criteria. The policy should be

redrafted to set out the circumstances in which planning permission will or will

not be granted.

The objections relate primarily to clear criteria by which applications for planning
permission can be judged by local planning authorities. This is beneficial to the
authorities themselves in providing clear statements for local elected members to
follow, but it is also beneficial to developers and members of the public to provide
them with local certainty and a benchmark upon which to judge the decisions of
local planners. All objections made by GOSW to West Dorset along these lines
were redrafted as requested at the pre-inquiry changes.

POLICY AIMS

Government Office for the South West objected on ten occasions to policies
within West Dorset’s local plan for their aims, usually as a consequence of the
local planning authority attempting to make achievements that were outside the
scope of the local plan policies specifically and the land use planning system
generally. The conservation and environment chapter of the plan was again the

174 Planning policy conflicts



most problematic, comprising eight out of the ten objections. The following two
examples illustrate the type of objections made:

CONSERVATION AND ENVIRONMENT

West Dorset District Council

Policy L10 Protection of Statutory Nature Reserves and SSSIs

Government Office for the South West

Separate policies should be set out for sites of international and national

importance for nature conservation.

West Dorset District Council

Policy CD7 Development In and Adjoining Conservation Areas

Government Office for the South West

The local plan should not attempt to extend statutory duties which prevail within

conservation areas to proposals outside conservation areas. The second

sentence of the policy should be deleted.

The latter example is interesting, since the local policy attempts to make a case
for greater local environmental protection than that advised within national plan-
ning policy guidance. From the author’s personal planning experience, this
policy could have been implemented if it had been split into two: one for devel-
opment within the conservation area, and another for development adjoining the
conservation area. This would have provided two decision-making contexts for
the local planning authority and would probably not have been objected to by
GOSW since they would not be inconsistent with the national planning policy
guidance provided by PPG15 Planning and the Historic Environment of 1994.
In the event, West Dorset District Council deleted the policy completely, and
GOSW did not see fit to advise the authority to formulate two distinct policies
as described. This is even more puzzling given that that was actually the prin-
ciple behind the approach recommended by GOSW in their objections and
comments to West Dorset’s Policy L10. The government office in this case
could therefore be accused of ensuring only partial consistency in local plan-
ning policy formulation, and an element of inconsistency between comments on
different sections of the local plan. The inconsistency can be categorised into
those issues central government believes should be subject of clear policies
(internationally and nationally protected nature conservation sites), and those
issues the local planning authority believes should be included within the local
plan (locally protected conservation areas). In the case of Policy L10, this was
divided into two separate policies as recommended by GOSW at the pre-
inquiry changes.
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STATUS OF POLICY

Policy status issues were highlighted by GOSW on nine occasions in their objec-
tions to the deposit plan. The nature of the objections centred on uncertainty on
the part of the government office towards the use of supplementary planning guid-
ance (SPG), either stated within specific policies or mentioned as references in the
accompanying text. Supplementary planning guidance, such as development briefs
and design guides, is a convenient way in which to elaborate certain proposals
in more detail than that permitted in local plans. The government, as stated in
PPG12, recognises the valuable role supplementary planning guidance performs
in providing advice to local planning authorities and developers, but is concerned
at the possibility of functions being delegated to guidance that should otherwise
be included within the statutory plan. Government offices are also eager to ensure
that supplementary planning guidance does not usurp the local plan in relation to
specific projects or decision scenarios.

The objections to West Dorset’s plan primarily occur in the conservation and
environment and shopping and commerce chapters, although isolated examples
also exist in the recreation, community and transportation chapters. The example
set out below suggests that West Dorset, in this and other cases, was attempting
to include policies in the local plan relating to particular projects by simply referring
to the existence of supplementary planning guidance and how decisions would be
made in accordance with those documents, rather than clear criteria set out in the
plan itself.

SHOPPING AND COMMERCE

West Dorset District Council

Policy SC6 Shopping and Commercial Development Associated With

Development at Herrison and Poundbury

Sites will be set aside for shops and commercial development at Herrison and

Poundbury, commensurate with the scale of development and in accordance

with the development briefs for these areas.

Government Office for the South West

Supplementary planning guidance, such as development briefs, does not have

the same status as development plan policies although it may be a material

consideration (PPG12, paras. 3.18 and 3.19). The local plan should not require

compliance with, or attempt to delegate decisions to, supplementary guidance.

Any matters contained in such guidance and which are likely to provide the

basis for deciding planning applications or conditions, should be set out as

policies of the local plan.

This policy does not provide the certainty that local plans should aim for, although
it does raise questions relating to the role and use of supplementary planning guid-
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ance in the plan-led system. Supplementary guidance does not possess any
enhanced status similar to development plans for development control purposes,
but they can be a material consideration provided that they are in conformity with
the local plan, they have been subject to a council resolution of adoption, and have
been subject to public consultation. The worry for the government offices is that
local planning authorities, having progressed supplementary planning guidance in
conformity with government policy on SPG, will attempt to place matters in the
briefs that are either beyond the scope of the land use planning system or else
inconsistent with the contents of national planning policy guidance. Only local plan
policies have to be in conformity with national and regional policies, and this poten-
tially provides a great deal of discretion available to local planning authorities to
progress their own local agendas. To what extent decisions based on the contents
of supplementary planning guidance alone can be relied upon is a contentious
area, and certainly one relating to individual cases.

The government has attempted to close this loophole by not giving any
significant weight to supplementary guidance for development control purposes,
and by ensuring that the guidance is in conformity with the local plan (which, in
turn, should be consistent with national and regional policies). But there is scope
for certain matters to lie outside the statutory plan, to be beyond the reaches of
government regional offices, and to be not in conformity with national planning
policy guidance. To date, very little research has been undertaken since the intro-
duction of the plan-led system to identify whether certain local planning authorities
have attempted to take this approach, as a means of avoiding detailed scrutiny of
policies by central government.

LOCAL CIRCUMSTANCES

Central government insists through the policy guidance contained in both PPG1
and PPG12 that local plans have to be consistent with national and regional plan-
ning policies:

Since the commencement of section 54A, the Secretaries of State have been

examining development plans carefully to identify whether there appear to be

conflicts with national or regional policy guidance. They will continue to do so

and will normally draw the attention of local authorities to those conflicts which

do not appear to be justified by local circumstances.

(DoE/Welsh Office, 1992b: para. 29)

Central government policy requirement is consequently clear: local planning
authorities must follow the statements within PPGs in carrying out their planning
duties. If they wish to depart from established government policies they will have to
demonstrate comprehensively the locally justified grounds for departure. These
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local circumstances are not defined by central government, since the onus is on
the local planning authority to show that local circumstances are sufficiently import-
ant to override the national policies. One might think that local planning authorities,
as councils elected independently of central government, may wish to attempt to
formulate their own policy solutions to local planning problems and utilise this
policy caveat often to justify the particular local circumstances that local planning
policies seek to deal with. However, this is actually quite a rare occurrence. In
West Dorset’s local plan, for example, the Government Office for the South West
only identified eight local circumstances within all the policies that were at variance
with national planning policies, and objected to each of the eight!

No one local plan chapter dominates this category of objection, and
examples can be found in the settlement, housing, conservation and environment,
tourism and recreation chapters, some of which are indicated below:

SETTLEMENT

West Dorset District Council

Paragraph 3.22 on the importance of encouraging diversification of the rural

economy: ‘In exceptional circumstances, such as the need to conserve a listed

building, conversion to residential use may be permitted, provided that the

conversion is necessary for the long term conservation and maintenance of the

building and that the proposal fully respects its character.

Government Office for the South West

This paragraph suggests that the council’s policy will be to discriminate against

residential conversions in rural areas and in favour of those uses which

encourage the diversification of the rural economy. Such an approach is

inconsistent with PPG12 paras.7.5 and 7.11. The policy should be redrafted to

set out clearly and unambiguously the council’s policy for conversions. This

should be accompanied by a reasoned justification which sets out the local

circumstances which warrant discrimination for or against particular uses.

HOUSING

West Dorset District Council

Policy H7 Local Needs Within Defined Development Boundaries

Government Office for the South West

The local plan provides no evidence to support the inclusion of policy H7. PPG3

para.38 states that authorities may reasonably seek to negotiate for an element

of affordable housing to meet local needs. The reasoned justification should be

redrafted to provide evidence of the type and scale of local need for affordable

housing and should also indicate what is meant by ‘local’ and ‘affordable’ in the

local context.
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CONSERVATION AND ENVIRONMENT

West Dorset District Council

Policy L9 Green Corridors

Government Office for the South West

The policy should be redrafted to set out the local circumstances in which

planning permission would or would not be permitted and the circumstances in

which landscaping and particular types of layout would be required.

TOURISM

West Dorset District Council

Policy T3 Holiday Accommodation in Rural Areas

Government Office for the South West

Criterion (i) of the policy is inconsistent with PPG7 para.2.15 which states that

there should generally be no reason for preventing the re-use or adaption of rural

buildings for new uses provided their form, bulk and general design are in keeping

with their surroundings. PPG7 para.D5 states that it may be appropriate to apply

strict controls over residential conversions in the open countryside. However, the

local plan provides no local justification for departing from national guidance or for

seeking to apply strict locational control over holiday accommodation. The policy

should be redrafted to accord with national planning policy or the reasoned

justification redrafted to set out the relevant local circumstances.

These four examples relate essentially to planning controls over residential use in
the countryside. In relation to the settlement, housing and tourism examples, the
policies go further than the advice contained within national planning policy guid-
ance. The government office seems to be accepting a case for local departures
from national policy but will only consider these where there is clear local evidence
– for example, in relation to local needs. If West Dorset had completed a local
housing needs survey and then based their policies on the outcome of this survey,
local circumstances could have been advanced to meet a locally defined planning
problem. In the event, paragraph 3.22 was deleted in its entirety, as was Policy L9.
Policy T3 was redrafted to accord with national planning policy guidance, and
Policy H7 was amended to conform to PPG3, but the district council stated that a
local housing needs survey was being simultaneously implemented by the housing
department, and the results of this would inform subsequent stages of the local
plan.

Here we have a clear case of the local planning authority back-tracking and
replacing the locally formulated planning policies with statements drafted at the
national level. It also indicates an unwillingness on the part of the district council to
enter into protracted negotiations with the government office to justify its locally
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based approach. This is somewhat regrettable, and if this approach was adopted
across most local planning authorities in the south-west of England, the resultant
local plans would be standardised regional statements, devoid of spatially specific
policies or else devoid of local problems. This approach by the government office
to implement national planning policies at the local level suggests an inability, or
even unwillingness on the part of central government, to even recognise the exist-
ence of particular sub-regional planning problems that can be addressed locally.

APPROPRIATENESS OF POLICY

The appropriateness of policy category considers cases where the government
office objected to either policy or text issues within West Dorset’s local plan. Eight
objections were logged in total, and the vast majority of these were located in the
conservation and environment and community and utility services chapters. The
following examples illustrate the nature of the problem identified by GOSW:

CONSERVATION AND ENVIRONMENT

West Dorset District Council

Policy L4 Land of Local Importance

Government Office for the South West

The policy is more restrictive than that applied in green belts, although the

identified areas are not so designated. The policy should be redrafted so as to

reflect the local importance of the areas designated.

West Dorset District Council

Policy CD4 Conservation Areas

Government Office for the South West

This is unnecessary given that the plan goes on to set out the policies that will

be applied in conservation areas (CD5–7). The policy should be deleted.

Policy L4 was redrafted at the pre-inquiry changes to conform to national planning
policy guidance and became less restrictive; the policy was rewritten as a general
countryside protection policy. Policy CD4 was deleted completely since the
council considered that other conservation policies within the local plan covered
the subject matter adequately. In these cases, it is of concern that a government
official sitting in a room 100 miles from the authority should decide indirectly the
level of policy restrictiveness suitable for local environmental protection policies; it
is even more worrying that the district authority itself should not want to make a
particular local case for the formulation of a more restrictive local policy solution.
This is especially true with regard to environmental and landscape policies, since
these matters – perhaps to a greater degree than any other policy subject – are
uniquely localised issues.

180 Planning policy conflicts



INCONSISTENCY WITH REGIONAL PLANNING POLICY

This category was highlighted by the government office on six occasions in the
plan, five of which were in the conservation and environment chapters. As dis-
cussed above, local planning policies are required to be consistent with national
and regional planning policies. Regional Planning Guidance Notes are generally
broad statements on the planning issues within particular regions, although they
possess a very narrow focus on spatial planning matters. They are, to all intents
and purposes, regional replications of national planning policy guidance. The
Regional Planning Guidance Note for the South West is RPG10, originally
released in 1994. In each of the objections made by GOSW inconsistency with
the RPG was raised, but only along with other objections on the same policies,
most notably for inconsistency with national planning policy. For example, West
Dorset’s local plan Policy L11 (Protection of Sites of Nature Conservation and
SSSIs) was objected to for the following reason:

Government Office for the South West

This policy appears to apply equal protection to locally important sites as that

afforded to sites of national importance. This is inconsistent with RPG10

para.4.17 which states that the greatest weight should be given to protecting

internationally and nationally important sites.

However, this objection could equally have been justified by GOSW by reference
to national Planning Policy Guidance Note 9 ‘Nature Conservation’ which makes
the identical statement, and there is nothing within RPG10 which is unique to the
South-West in relation to this subject from the general guidance contained in
PPG9. A similar objection was made to West Dorset Policy CD16 (Areas of
Archaeological Significance) and the need to differentiate between sites of national
and local importance, and was made with reference to both PPG16 Archaeology
and Planning and RPG paragraph 4.23.

REPETITION OF STRATEGIC PLANNING POLICY

The final objection category is that relating to local plan policies replicating strategic
planning policies of the structure plan. This research has not concerned itself with the
planning policy formulation duties of county councils or structure plans. However,
local plan policies have to be in general conformity with the strategic policies set out
in the structure plan by the county council. In West Dorset’s case, this required
adherence to Dorset County Council’s structure plan. The objections raised by
GOSW related either to statements of a strategic nature that were more suited for a
structure plan rather than a local plan, or rather specific policies from Dorset’s struc-
ture plan that were replicated in West Dorset’s local plan. Only two objections were
made and both occurred in the conservation and environment chapter.
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Both objections relate to two policies concerning landscape protection:
Policy L1 (Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty) and Policy L2 (Heritage Coast
Protection). In both cases, Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and Heritage
Coasts are designated strategically and are catered for by structure plan pol-
icies. The government office objected to unnecessary replication of strategic
policies without a more detailed set of criteria by which West Dorset would
assess applications within these areas for planning permission. As GOSW
highlighted:

Government Office for the South West

The policies appear to be unnecessary repetition of policy C5 of the Dorset

Structure Plan. The local plan should develop structure plan policies and give

them local definition and detail.

However, at the pre-inquiry changes to West Dorset local plan, the district
council refused to amend the policies to provide the objective criteria required,
despite continued objections from GOSW. Both unamended policies were put
forward to the local plan inquiry as a matter of contention between GOSW and
West Dorset District Council. It is somewhat ironic to note that the district
council should obstinately refuse to amend its policies in this less-contentious
and more definitive policy area, but be quite prepared to alter its policies –
including the tenet of certain policies – to suit central government in other policy
sectors.

Conclusions

This chapter has provided a detailed assessment of the impact of national planning
policy guidance on local planning policy formulation through an examination of the
Government Office for the South West’s use of national policies in its monitoring
of West Dorset District Council’s deposit local plan. The case study research has
also presented the first in-depth policy analysis of planning relations between
central government and local government under the plan-led planning system since
the introduction of the Planning and Compensation Act 1991.

The general aim of the research, to assess the relationship between tiers of
government and the planning polity in policy formulation, has been discussed by
drawing on detailed examples from the policy contents of West Dorset’s local plan
and through assessment of the nature, scope and impact of GOSW’s policy objec-
tions. The government office utilised its national consistency remit to ensure that a
local strategy of certainty was formulated through detailed comments on every
aspect of the contents of the local plan. While these comments are regarded by
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central government as advisory, and that local planning authorities are under no
obligation to follow the advice given, the West Dorset research has shown that – if
applied more generally – local planning authorities are amending the contents of
their local policies to meet the advice provided by central government. In some
cases, this advice has been justified, particularly in relation to the semantics of
particular policies, the appropriateness of policies, the scope of the land use plan-
ning system, and replication of policies published elsewhere. However, a great
deal of the advice provided by the government office also related to local political
statements, and a requirement to water-down policies regarded by GOSW as
overtly restrictive and for certain statements to replicate the policy statements con-
tained within national planning policy guidance. From this perspective, the govern-
ment office was insistent that local certainty had to be provided – but additionally
with flexibility.

The certainty and clarity of definitive local policy statements found favour with
the government office, but it also objected if those policies became too certain and
too definitive when based on locally defined criteria and not on the contents of
national planning policies. There is some concern here that the government office
displayed inconsistency in their comments on different parts of the local plan. On
certain matters, certainty with flexibility was encouraged, but on others the flexibility
seemed only available if it had been predetermined (or even circumscribed) by the
contents of national policies, which hardly displays any confidence on localised
planning agendas in the spirit of the plan-led system.

On occasions when the local planning authority had sought to provide a
policy at variance with national planning policy, the government office objected for
the local authority’s failure to provide the clear locally justified grounds of depar-
ture. Local circumstances are not defined for local planning authorities by central
government and there is some concern here that by not providing clear statements
of what criteria would be acceptable to the government offices to permit localised
exceptions to national policy agendas, the government might be accused of double
standards. When the government office objected to local circumstance policies,
the district council duly backed down in the face of national opposition, and did not
feel inclined to push the issue further to ensure that the local matter saw off
national policy encroachment. This was especially the case in conservation and
environment policies in West Dorset intended to protect local landscape features.
Localised statements that either went beyond the policy position outlined in
national planning statements, or else were not thoroughly justified according to the
local circumstances, were all amended, following GOSW objections, to read as
replications of the contents of PPGs.

The government office’s use of national planning policy guidance to ensure
that localised agendas were amended, and thereby refuse localised non-standard
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exceptions to the overarching national rule, has therefore been illustrated and
proves one of the aims of the book. More interestingly, if other local planning
authorities in the south-west of England have had similar experience to West
Dorset in their reactions to GOSW policy objections, the local plans within the
region would start to read as very general, bland and standardised statements,
with a limited spatial dimension. This can hardly be said to be in the spirit of a
locally and locality-led planning system.

The research results in West Dorset have also confirmed the results of the
aggregate survey data, presented in Chapter 6. West Dorset indirectly accepted
the role of national planning policy guidance in being prepared in virtually all incon-
sistency situations to amend their local plan policies. The reasons for this lack of
political will to object could be varied. West Dorset may have had little prior
experience of local plan preparation, and could have relied on national planning
policy guidance and the objections and comments provided by GOSW to act as
sources of information. Indeed, a recent survey undertaken for the Royal Town
Planning Institute has indicated that 81.1 per cent of respondent plan profession-
als regard central government as their main source of thinking about planning
(Royal Town Planning Institute, 1997). Alternatively, West Dorset’s planners may
have decided, as a political choice, not to contend national objections for fear of
not being able to see locally variant policies being supported for development
control purposes. A third possible reason is one relating to the competence of
West Dorset District Council itself, whose policy officers may have simply lacked
experience in plan preparation and produced a bad local plan that required the
government office to make more interventions than usual. As such, the degree of
significance to be attached to West Dorset as one representing more generally
experienced situations across the country must be borne in mind.

By taking each of the government office’s objections, and then assessing
West Dorset’s reaction to those comments, the research has indicated that the
national consistency remit has greatly influenced the local agenda, and removed to
a degree the local discretion that would otherwise have been available.

The next chapter, Chapter 9, considers the use of national planning policy
guidance in the light of setting sub-national agendas, and the degree to which the
national consistency remit militated against the formulation of sub-national spatially
specific policies at variance with the national planning agenda.
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CHAPTER 9

NATIONAL AGENDAS AND PLANNING POLICY
VARIATION: Wales vs. England

Introduction

Chapters 6, 7 and 8 presented research findings to indicate that the national con-
sistency remit pursued by central government, through the national Planning Policy
Guidance Notes, could mitigate against regional and local discretion in planning
policy formulation, through the detailed intervention by government regional offices
in monitoring draft and deposit local plans and requiring consistency between
national and local policies. The focus for these chapters was, predominantly,
assessing national impact on local policy-making to the detriment of local planning
policy agendas.

This chapter sets out the empirical results of a further case study analysis.
The research assesses, first, the position of Wales as a sub-national area within
England and Wales and, second, the extent to which Wales warranted distinctive
treatment from a national planning policy guidance perspective prior to devolution
in 1999. This two-stage assessment would identify the extent to which a national
consistency approach across England and Wales was being undertaken and the
extent to which it was considered desirable. The origin of this focus rests on the
fact that the government’s primary legislation, both before and since devolution,
applies to England and Wales, and the fact that Planning Policy Guidance Notes
had been released jointly during the 1980s and early 1990s between the Depart-
ment of the Environment and the Welsh Office. After 1996, the Welsh Office
released national planning policy guidance for Wales, separate to that for England.
This followed criticism by national and local politicians of the lack of a distinctly
Welsh dimension to the jointly released national policy guidance (House of
Commons Welsh Affairs Committee, 1993). Since 1996, national planning policy
in Wales has been released separately to that in England. The key question is: to
what extent is it distinctive?

After 1996 Wales retained identical legal provisions to those for England, but
the government permitted the development of a separate sub-national policy
system compared to that previously developed for England and Wales jointly. The
development of the research methodology utilised for this chapter therefore sought
to identify, through an analysis of the new (post-1996) policy approach, the extent
to which a distinct sub-national area within England and Wales would be able to



formulate separate sub-national planning policies, as called for by the politicians,
against a legislative national consistency remit employed to cover England and
Wales as a whole. Such an in-depth analysis would provide an indication of
whether planning problems, unique to Wales as a particular sub-national locale of
England and Wales, could be addressed through the formulation of policies by the
Welsh Office and Welsh local government as exceptions to national (England and
Wales) policies in central government’s quest for overarching consistency across
England and Wales. The focus of the research presented in Chapter 9 is therefore
on sub-national impact on national planning agendas.

To what extent did the national consistency remit enjoyed by central govern-
ment in England and Wales ensure the adoption of a national planning policy
approach that militated against the development of a Welsh sub-national altern-
ative planning policy agenda prior to 1999?

The form the detailed case study research took initially related to a detailed
comparison between national planning statements between the different govern-
ment departments. This sought to analyse the policy content of all jointly released
English and Welsh national planning policy guidance published prior to 1993 and
the English-only released national planning policy guidance released between
1993 and 1996, and compare the contents with the newly released Welsh
national planning policy guidance documents. This would identify those policies
considered by the government to be sufficiently important as overarching English
and Welsh planning statements, and thereby illustrate the government’s determina-
tion to continue with its national consistency remit across England and Wales to
the detriment of sub-national planning policy agendas, and those policies that were
at variance with the joint English and Welsh, or English only, approach, thereby
illustrating central government’s weakening of its overarching national consistency
remit by permitting a strategic sub-national (Welsh) approach. The research
assesses the situation prior to devolution in 1999; see Chapter 10 for the structure
and nature of the planning polity in Wales as it has emerged in the last few years
under the National Assembly for Wales. Before going on to outline the analysis of
the results, it is necessary to discuss the particular circumstances of Wales’s posi-
tion in the planning system, through a brief discussion of the development of the
Welsh Office and the promotion of a distinctive Welsh planning agenda. This will
provide a firm context upon which an analysis of the current position can then take
place.
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National Consistency and Sub-National Autonomy:
Planning in Wales

Land use planning in Wales is poised between a distinctive socio-political forma-
tion and the centralised legal and bureaucratic apparatus of the British state. This
chapter focuses on the implications of this juxtaposition for the planning system in
Wales by examining the structure and operation of the Welsh planning system at
both a national and local level. The principal research area assessed is the extent
to which the Welsh Office in its administration of the land use planning system
reflected regional and, to some extent unique, political realities or reinforced wider
policy- and decision-making intervention originating in England.

WALES’ LEGISLATIVE AND ADMINISTRATIVE PLANNING STRUCTURE

Similar legal and administrative planning arrangements exist in England and Wales.
From a purely land use planning perspective, Wales shares a common system to
that east of Offa’s Dyke. Constitutionally, as part of the United Kingdom, ‘Welsh’
planning has an identical legal approach, but from a policy perspective differences
in the implementation of the legislation are possible. Until the introduction of the
1991 Planning and Compensation Act one of the main things that distinguished
Welsh planning was the lack of mandatory prepared district development plans;
local plan coverage was sparse throughout the country. This has now been
addressed, albeit very slowly, through a requirement in the 1991 Act enforcing dis-
trict authorities in Wales to prepare district-wide local plans. The 1991 Act also
introduced Section 54A to the 1990 Act, further strengthening the status of devel-
opment plans for development control purposes; this clause applies equally to
England as it does to Wales, and Scotland has an identical provision. Other statu-
tory planning requirements identical to England have included the requirement for
county councils to approve structure plans (now replaced by unitary development
plans, and the content of the use classes and general permitted development
orders. Indeed, overall there are far more similarities than differences between
planning legislation west and east of Offa’s Dyke. However, the statutory planning
process is arguably more distinctive, particularly at the national all-Wales level
(Tewdwr-Jones, 1997b, 1998b). There are several reasons for this that relate to
the good relations that have existed between agencies of government in Wales,
the strategic planning guidance exercise that has been developed since 1990, and
underlying these two initiatives the particular socio-political characteristics existing
in the country. In assessing each of these distinctive arrangements in more detail it
is possible to examine the issues of ‘territorial nationalism’ (Tewdwr-Jones, 1997b)
to illustrate the distinctive features of the land use planning system in Wales by ref-
erence to political and cultural aspects of administrative implementation.
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The reorganisation of local government in Wales in 1974 introduced a two-
tier system of eight counties and 37 districts. All of these authorities existed
autonomously and had specific powers. The planning framework that was operated
by this structure of local government was the 1971 Town and Country Planning
Act, subsequently consolidated by the Town and Country Planning Act 1990. The
land use planning system in Wales comprised legislation and central government
Planning Policy Guidance and circulars at the all-Wales level, structure plans pro-
viding key strategic direction at the county council level, and local plans providing
detailed local policies at the district council level from which the development
control process is operated. Although minor changes occurred to this broad frame-
work, the administrative structure of the planning process in Wales remained
broadly unchanged for a 20-year period until the implementation of the 1994 Local
Government (Wales) Act that completely modified the local government structure
and, in turn, the planning system operated by it.

The 1994 Act created a completely new form of local government structure
in Wales with the abolition of the eight counties and 37 districts and their replace-
ment with 22 all-purpose unitary authorities (Harris and Tewdwr-Jones, 1995). In
England, local government reorganisation underwent a restructuring only for
certain areas, with the retention of the status quo for most counties but implemen-
tation of unitary local government in certain provincial cities (Clotworthy and Harris,
1996). The principal reason for this difference was the decision by the government
to progress local government reorganisation separately in each of the three coun-
tries of Britain. Scotland and Wales were dealt with by the respective Secretaries
of State, while in England the Department of the Environment established an
independent Local Government Commission to consider the scope for reorganisa-
tion in different areas. Although the reorganisation in Wales marked a true separa-
tion from the Department of the Environment’s proposals, the nature of local
government in Wales has developed characteristically separate to England. As the
Council for Welsh Districts state:

Wales is different. It has a distinctive cultural, linguistic and political environment.

The distinctive circumstances of Wales make clear the case for a vibrant system

of local government that can respond to local needs and differences.

(Council of Welsh Districts, 1991, para. 10.1)

Hambleton and Mills (1993) also highlight a number of structural and admin-
istrative differences in local government in Wales compared with the English
picture, portraying the government framework prior to 1994 as a ‘picture of stability
and consensus’ (p. 46). Boyne et al. (1991) maintain that central government
through the Welsh Office has been prominent in transforming relations between
central and local government by fostering, with a key but relatively small number of
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local authorities, a system of ‘good government’. They conclude that the distinctive
characteristics of Wales effectively amounts to a separate Welsh local government
system.

The contents of the Local Government (Wales) Act 1994 were essentially
derived from the Welsh Office’s White Paper Local Government in Wales: A
Charter for the Future, published on 1 March 1993 (Welsh Office, 1993b). The
Act introduced 22 unitary authorities to replace the existing 45 councils from 1
April 1996, with shadow political elections occurring one year previously. The
Welsh Office’s reasoning for restructuring local government in Wales was con-
tained in two often-quoted key paragraphs within the White Paper:

The Government believes that the present system of local government in Wales

is not widely understood, nor does it sufficiently reflect people’s identification

with their own communities and loyalties.

Moreover, a two-tier system of counties and districts contain [sic] within

it a potential for friction between authorities – and for duplication of

administration – which reduces the ability of the system to deliver services

economically, efficiently and effectively. And there is little public understanding

of the responsibilities of each tier, a situation which undermines the direct

accountability to local people upon which good local government should be

based.

(Welsh Office, 1993b: paras. 1.2, 1.3)

The principal issues for the land use planning system in Wales caused by the
reorganisation process relate to three areas, and each of these effectively intro-
duces a very different planning approach to that operating in England. The imme-
diate concern for analysts was how the Welsh Office planning policy guidance
would be expressed and delivered to the new unitary authorities (Harris and
Tewdwr-Jones, 1995). How would the planning process operate in a unitary, as
opposed to two-tier, local government structure? And what effect would reorgan-
isation have on the future delivery of strategic planning policy? In addition to these
procedural questions, other theoretical issues were raised: for example, to what
extent would the revised planning polity truly reflect those distinctive social-political
and cultural territorial differences?, and would the new planning map alter, reduce
or reinforce the system of perceived good government in Wales?

THE EMERGENCE OF WELSH TERRITORIAL PLANNING

Following the establishment of the Welsh Office as a separate government depart-
ment in 1964, an attempt was made to create a distinctive planning policy frame-
work that looked at the future social and economic development needs of Wales.
The Welsh Office blueprint, Wales: The Way Ahead, published in 1967, sought to
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provide a clear regional economic plan for Wales that local authorities could work
to in progressing their development policies for local areas (HM Government,
1967). The debates surrounding the economic development and future of Wales
were facilitated at this time by a parallel political discourse that began emerging as
a powerful influence on public and political perceptions of how the nation would
develop. The election in 1966 of a member of the Welsh Nationalist Party, Plaid
Cymru, to the House of Commons signalled the importance within both the
communities and in political circles of debate surrounding the future growth of
Wales. Arguments corresponding to the future planning of Wales were thus
indecorously bound up in social and political dialogue. The political programme
espoused by Plaid Cymru, focused on the principle of decentralising political
authority and the preservation of Welsh culture, together with issues relating to
future economic growth, created a distinct agenda for the people and government
of Wales. Although Plaid Cymru, as a pressure group, may have initially attempted
to influence future Welsh Office thinking and policies on the economic growth of
Wales, once their manifesto gained stronger public support across the country, the
policies of the Welsh Office following Wales: The Way Ahead were subsumed
under a wider debate initiated by Welsh nationalists. Plaid Cymru’s agenda there-
fore developed into a stronger political force across Wales.

As the Welsh Office’s planning agenda began to be determined by the
nationalists’ lead, who in turn created the discourse and support among wider sec-
tions of Welsh society, the pressure placed on central government to formulate
appropriate policy responses was not met. This led to a perception within Welsh
political circles and the wider public that the issues under discussion were failing
to be addressed in any official or systematic way. Thus, as the Welsh Office was
criticised for not setting the broad planning agenda (that is, those contentious
policy areas brought forward by the nationalists), a statutory policy vacuum began
to develop at an all-Wales level. This lack of national planning only began to be
addressed in 1988 with the release of central government Planning Policy Guid-
ance Notes (PPGs), 21 years after the publication of Wales: The Way Ahead. In
the intervening years, the lack of an effective all-Wales tier of planning policy
precipitated strong territorial political mobilisation to counteract the perceived
intrusive extension of metropolitan (and English or non-Welsh) institutions and pol-
icies. This political force, termed ‘opposition planning’ by Clavel (1983), parallels
the ‘official planning’ of the planning polity operated by the Welsh Office, and
created the conditions for a divergent range of planning issues to be debated
within Welsh political communities and wider social networks. These issues were
predominantly centred on housing, the Welsh language, and economic develop-
ment – core areas of official planning around which territorial opposition emerged.
Although the planning agenda was led by agencies other than the Welsh Office
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throughout the 1970s, this induced a regional consensus in the country (Rees and
Lambert, 1979) where the views of the Welsh Office, the local authorities and ele-
ments of the nationalist agenda (promoted in a political sense by Plaid Cymru)
were debated to ensure that the interests of Wales and the future prosperity of the
country were paramount.

The Welsh Office did not completely retreat in agenda setting for planning
and development in Wales. Through a variety of government agencies such as the
Welsh Development Agency, the Land Authority for Wales and the Development
Board for Rural Wales, in addition to central government initiatives (for example,
urban policies and funding from the Inner Urban Areas Act 1978 and the Valleys
Programme 1988), the Welsh Office created the conditions for the renewal of both
urban and rural areas. The difference was that these policies were often imple-
mented outside the official land use planning system, although there can be no
doubt that structure plans of the county councils were viewed by central govern-
ment as a strategic co-ordinating level for the plethora of initiatives in place. Land
use planning issues that existed outside these areas were not comprehensively
dealt with, and it is in this arena that ‘opposition planning’ fostered.

An example of the way the Welsh Office’s land use planning procedures
were counteracted by the opposition during this time is in the proposals for new
towns in Newtown-Caersws in Mid-Wales and Llantrisant in Glamorgan. Although
proposals for a third town, at Cwmbran near the English–Welsh border, did
succeed and the town itself was designated and built, the two other designations
were abandoned following a concerted campaign against a policy that was viewed
as reflecting British, as opposed to Welsh, interests (Edwards and Thomas, 1974).
This abandonment reflects the failure on the part of the Welsh Office systematic-
ally to enforce a Welsh element to the wider institutional or state planning system.

The Welsh Office’s position on the provision of an overview planning policy
for Wales, to update and replace the 1967 Wales: The Way Ahead, was one of
consistently rejecting the need for broad strategic policies and a reliance instead
on strengthening existing structure plans as a means through which changing
social and economic circumstances could be co-ordinated. They were also used to
co-ordinate an informal partnership and joint collaboration between the Welsh
Office and local government. Even in 1978 the then Secretary of State for Wales
continued to reject the principle of all-Wales planning guidance:

My preference in the field of economic planning is not the imposition of a

grandiose all-Wales plan from on high, but rather to approach the needs of

Wales area by area and to collate the proposals drawn from the experience of

those nearest to the problem. This is what democracy is about.

(John Morris MP, Welsh Office press note, 16 February 1978)



An ideological debate developed in opposition political circles relating to the
most salient issues for central government intervention. The official policy vacuum
that existed throughout this time created on the one hand an informal national plan-
ning response, and on the other a broad consensus among Welsh public organisa-
tions for the development of ‘good government’. The underlying conditions that
created this regional and territorial nationalism to respond on planning matters in
Wales were the Welsh language, a Welsh nationalist tradition, and, perhaps more
distinctly, a Welsh cultural homogeneity.

Wales, as a country, illustrated two distinctive phenomena in the planning
polity: the interaction of national centrality and local policy-making. The Welsh
Office, as a central government department, reflected the policies of the British
government as they could be applied to Wales and reinforced the institutional
characteristics associated with land use planning. From this perspective, the
Welsh Office consequently operated as a regional office for the government.
However, the Welsh Office also operated for Wales as the national government
office for Wales, ensuring that the interests of Wales, Welsh businesses, the
Welsh environment and the Welsh public were paramount in future economic,
environmental and social decisions. The Welsh Office was thus juxtaposed
between operating within an institutional framework widely recognised as British,
while protecting territorial and cultural concerns that were acutely Welsh. Given
this contraposition, at frequent intervals in the planning history of Wales particular
forces and groups in society possessing defined political viewpoints against a
British institution have felt isolated from policy-making arenas, antagonistic towards
central government politicians and officials, and independent from laws and pol-
icies that may have originated outside of Wales. The land use planning system is
located at the centre of this disunion and provides an example of the difficulty of
fostering separate planning policy agendas while implementing common legal
frameworks.

ATTEMPTS AT DEVELOPING A WELSH PLANNING AGENDA

As discussed earlier in the book, during the 1980s, as the land use planning
system in Britain became market-orientated and embraced Thatcherite political
ideology to the detriment of state planning controls (Thornley, 1993), the very
purpose of planning was questioned. The state’s role in co-ordinating a planning
system was debated, and attempts were made by the Conservative governments in
the mid-1980s to weaken the development plan process (for example, through The
Future of Development Plans White Paper, HM Government, 1989). As the pro-
fessional debate ensued over what role planning should take in facilitating future
development requirements of the market, other contemporary commentators
advocated a stronger planning or institutional top-down policy framework (Bruton
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and Nicholson, 1985). This would involve setting planning policies in a hierarchy
from national to local, with each level of policy conforming to the proceeding level.
The committee of inquiry appointed by the Nuffield Foundation also recommended
a strengthening of the national level of planning policy in order to provide some
strategic co-ordination at the regional, county and district tiers of government
(Nuffield Foundation, 1986).

In 1988, in recognition of the need for a national level of planning policy, the
government introduced the first in a series of Planning Policy Guidance Notes
(PPGs) for England and Wales as a whole. The first eight documents, dealing with
such substantive issues as development control, housing, industrial development,
retailing and the countryside, were released under joint authorship between the
Department of the Environment and the Welsh Office. The documents dealt with
detailed land use planning issues rather than acting as broad statements of
national policy. The Nuffield Inquiry’s recommendations therefore cannot be viewed
as the intellectual foundation for the introduction of PPGs (Tewdwr-Jones, 1994c).
Over the past ten years the provision of national planning guidance to shape local
policy and procedures in England and Wales has been one of the most important
planning trends introduced by the government and has taken on some degree of
significance with the introduction of the pro-planning or plan-led system in the
Planning and Compensation Act 1991. The influence of the PPGs is considerable,
not only in the drafting of strategic and local planning policies but also in the co-
ordination of regional planning guidance and the development control process
(Tewdwr-Jones, 1994a, 1994b). However, the exact role of national policy guide-
lines remains uncertain since, as was discussed in chapters 6 and 8, they can
often appear as mandatory rather than advisory, and this has political con-
sequences for the means through which central government in Wales (in other
words, the Welsh Office prior to 1999) implemented national planning policies.

The Welsh Office did not attempt to implement a radically different policy
approach to the planning system in Wales from that operating by the Department
of the Environment in England. Both central government departments released cir-
culars and Planning Policy Guidance Notes under joint-authorship over a long
period of time, thus reflecting the government’s view of the planning system being
essentially identical in both countries. Central government’s planning policy was
and is delivered through a mixture of circulars that focus on legislative changes,
and PPGs that deal with policy issues that are of direct relevance to the formula-
tion and implementation of development plans. Occasionally, however, some circu-
lars and PPGs have been issued separately in Wales from the policy documents in
England, either on topics that have a distinct Welsh flavour or because legal and
administrative systems in the two countries are, in these instances, separate.

Until 1995, the Welsh Office introduced very few separate planning policy
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statements distinctive from the Department of the Environment, although these are
worth mentioning briefly. These documents were additional to the plethora of circu-
lars and Planning Policy Guidance Notes issued jointly by the two departments.

Circular 61/81, Historic Buildings and Conservation Areas, was released
separately in Wales to reflect the distinct historical and administrative arrange-
ments in the principality (Welsh Office, 1981). Circular 30/86, Housing for Senior
Management (1986), was introduced as part of the Welsh Office’s drive to stimu-
late local economies and inward investment in Wales. In particular, the then Welsh
Secretary was of the opinion that the lack of an adequate pool of housing attractive
to and suitable for senior managers and senior technical staff was a possible disin-
centive to business people who might otherwise be prepared to invest and
develop in Wales. The circular outlined the policy request for each local planning
authority in Wales to allow for the designation of additional development sites for
new houses or low-density groups of houses to allow for the encouragement of
commerce and industry ‘in and adjoining towns and villages (as well as in pro-
posals for new settlements)’ (Welsh Office, 1986: para. 1). Circular 53/88 The
Welsh Language – Development Plans and Planning Control (Welsh Office,
1988b) outlined how the Welsh language should be treated as a material
consideration in planning policy formulation and implementation, and is particularly
relevant as a distinctive policy approach. The latter two circulars reflect what has
probably been the most distinctive policy difference between land use planning in
Wales compared to that for England, and although welcomed by relevant Welsh
organisations are limited compared to the plethora of other guidance that has been
jointly released. Indeed, concern has been expressed about the adequacy of some
of the policy (Tewdwr-Jones, 1998b). Circular 30/86 has since been withdrawn;
Circular 53/88 was replaced by a new Technical Advice Note (TAN20) in 2000;
see Chapter 10.

Finally, the Welsh Office did introduce three separate Planning Policy Guid-
ance Notes: PPG3, Land for Housing (Welsh Office, 1992b); PPG12, Develop-
ment Plans and Strategic Planning Guidance in Wales (Welsh Office, 1992a);
and PPG16, Planning and Archaeology (Welsh Office, 1990). PPG3 was
released to reflect the role of the quangos Tai-Cymru/Housing for Wales and the
Land Authority for Wales in the promotion and development of housing provision in
the country. PPG12 was introduced in reflection of the lack of Regional Planning
Guidance for Wales as it existed in England and the role of the distinctive organi-
sations in Wales as statutory consultees in development plan preparation. PPG16
was introduced in recognition of the existence of separate historic monuments and
conservation quangos in Wales and their role in the planning system. The
emphasis, therefore, was on the institutional differences between Wales and
England, rather than policy differences.
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What is clear in this evidence and in almost all of the central government cir-
culars and Planning Policy Guidance Notes issued jointly with the Department of
the Environment (some 17 PPGs) was the lack of a distinctly Welsh policy dimen-
sion, and it is questionable why so many other policy topics were not considered
suitable to warrant the issuing of separate policy guidance appropriate for a
Welsh audience. In addition to the policy guidance on the countryside and the
rural economy, other substantive planning issues covered by these common pol-
icies included industrial development, retailing, telecommunications, recreation,
coastal planning, tourism, renewable energy, and mineral extraction, and were
some of the more politically sensitive issues within the planning system operated
in Wales. This question is located within a wider debate, precipitated by critics of
the state, on the role the planning system should take in Wales and whether the
core planning areas of concern were addressed adequately by a Welsh – as
opposed to English – central government department. It led the political opposi-
tion to label the Welsh Office dormant in the face of Department of the Environ-
ment initiatives and to question the extent to which the Welsh Office was
sufficiently interventionist in planning issues in the country. This emphasises the
distinct and difficult role for the Welsh Office at the time between operating as a
centralised bureaucratic agency of the British state while attempting to implement
and co-ordinate planning policy that reflects distinctive socio-political traditions. It
also reinforces a belief that central government during the 1970s through to the
1990s has still been largely ineffective in defining clear planning policy state-
ments (that is, in ‘official planning’), thereby causing the development of an altern-
ative planning agenda organised within new territorial coalitions such as rural
areas (through ‘opposition planning’).

The provision of central government planning guidance, therefore, has been
more noticeably debated in Wales than in England, since the planning issues
addressed in the documents have often been closely identified with a state political
agenda. In the 1980s and early 1990s, the political role of the Welsh Office in rela-
tion to planning was one of centrality with the Department of the Environment. On
occasions, separate planning agendas emerged, causing political embroilments
throughout the national and local political circles on such issues as rural housing,
windfarms, opencast mining, economic development and retailing; but these
debates were initiated through reactionary politics. Although Peter Walker, the
Secretary of State for Wales between 1987 and 1990, was widely applauded for
his interventionist role in facilitating an urban programme for the valleys (Welsh
Office, 1988a), the methods employed by the Welsh Office to progress and
encourage economic change and urban renewal were outside the land use plan-
ning system, and relied on a combination of central government grants, govern-
ment agencies (such as the Welsh Development Agency and the Land Authority
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for Wales), private sector investment, and political co-operation across government
agencies. The role of the official planning process to co-ordinate development in
Wales, and of the Welsh Office in providing a national planning policy framework,
was not apparent. Although it is possible to suggest that the Welsh Office failed in
this respect, it might also have been a deliberate move on the department’s part to
recognise the diverse and varied nature of planning for different areas within
Wales. A system of all-Wales guidance may not, therefore, have been appropriate.
An alternative system to all-Wales policy advice could have focused on distinct
spatial localities, such as urban, rural and valley areas. Whether the Welsh Office,
in its determination to strengthen strategic policies through county councils’ struc-
ture plans, was indicating a spatial approach to planning through the 1970s and
1980s, is difficult to assess. Certainly, with the benefit of hindsight, there are
grounds to label the spatial approach inadequate.

The uncertainty over the Welsh Office’s land use planning agenda was exac-
erbated further in 1993 by the appointment of John Redwood as Secretary of
State. A change in Welsh Office policy caused principally by personal political
ideology on the part of the minister resulted in no further Planning Policy Guidance
Notes being released in Wales. Following the publication of a PPG on retailing and
town centres jointly by the Department of the Environment and the Welsh Office in
July 1993 (DoE/Welsh Office, 1993), the minister refused to sanction the release
of any further planning documents. Many joint-department PPGs remained in draft
format at the time and were scheduled for release over the following two years. But
the withdrawal of the Welsh Office from the Planning Policy Guidance exercise
resulted in Wales (and Welsh local authority planners) undergoing a period of disil-
lusionment and the creation of a policy vacuum that was more devastating for plan-
ning’s role in Wales than at any time in the 1970s or 1980s. Indeed, the Welsh
Office, that had never particularly believed in promoting an independent planning
policy approach in Wales, now found itself slipping behind on those planning
policy issues initiated across the border in England. Between 1993 and 1995, five
PPGs were released by the Department of the Environment that normally would
have applied equally to Wales. The five documents covered Nature Conservation,
Transport, Planning and the Historic Environment, Planning and Pollution Control,
and Planning and Noise. The refusal on the part of the Welsh Office to release the
PPG on transport resulted in a separate policy approach between the Welsh
Secretary and the Environment Secretary in England on controlling transport in
urban areas, protecting the environment, and encouraging more investment in
public transport, some of the more rational areas for the planning system’s inter-
vention in the 1990s. However, this separatist policy movement was not acted
upon by opposition planners to promote an alternative planning agenda for Wales,
distinct from that of England. Professional opinion was more concerned with the
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lack of the same planning guidance, in terms of quantity and detail, as that existing
for English local planning authorities (Tompsett, 1994).

Throughout John Redwood’s period as Welsh Secretary, the Welsh Office
was left in a planning time warp as policies and decisions in England kept apace
with the new planning framework, leaving the development industry and local plan-
ners in Wales without a comprehensive national planning framework. The exact
reasons why Redwood refused to release the ‘missing PPGs’, as they became
known (Tewdwr-Jones, 1997b), have never been critically assessed. The refusal
was based on an ideological conviction against the imposition of higher-tier guid-
ance on the activities of lower-level state functions, and a belief that the guidance
that was being released was unnecessarily detailed and cumbersome, ironically
reflecting the same areas of complaint as political opposition groups in rural authori-
ties of Wales. This fuelled a political row between central government and local
government, and also between professional planning officers and the political
members they served. Planners felt uncomfortable without official planning guid-
ance, since it presented the possibility of a weakening of local authorities’ policies
against opportunistic developers. Local politicians, on the other hand, whilst con-
demning the Welsh Office’s failure to act on the planning agenda, recognised an
opportunity to implement a more discretionary planning system that could cater for
local community needs and foster greater territorial politics independent of central
government control. The Secretary of State and the local politicians were at oppos-
ite ends of the political spectrum in ideological terms, but believed in the concept of
‘local choice’, with decisions to be taken at the lowest possible political level. In the
rural areas of Wales this conflict has further allowed the planning system to be used
by opposition groups to implement non-planning decisions to the benefit of territor-
ial nationalism and a precipitation of local capacity in planning that would otherwise
have been dealt with by a strong central government department. The territorial
nationalism was not mobilised in any political sense. Most of the rural authorities are
run by independent political representatives lacking strategic direction and who are
spatially fragmented, a common feature of local state politics (Saunders, 1984). The
nationalist configuration did, however, possess some powerful ideas.

The position of the Welsh Office in the planning system during this period of
time therefore evolved further. Combined with the requirements of the pro-planning
legislation contained in the 1991 Planning and Compensation Act, the Welsh
Office fostered a degree of harmony among planning professionals with a stable
policy framework and a local authority-led development control process. The
national planning guidance in place has been welcomed by the professionals who
feel they have the necessary policy parameters to implement a local planning
system for communities. But the local politicians have not been so easily con-
vinced.

National agendas: Wales vs. England 197



198 Planning policy conflicts

Welsh Local Planning: Intra-regional Differences

OPERATING PLANNING POLICY PROCESSES

The first structure plan to be approved in Wales was for Gwynedd in July 1977, with
the last being approved in 1983 and thereby completing structure plan coverage in
Wales. Welsh structure planning has been characterised by a similar process to that
of England and Scotland: ongoing replacement and modification. At the more
detailed level, complete coverage of Wales by local plans was required by 1996
(Roderick, 1994), but this has been much slower and was never achieved prior to
local government reorganisation at that time. This was mainly the consequence of a
move towards the production of district-wide plans. In some areas, such as the more
rural authorities where no form of statutory local plan may have previously existed, this
led to administrative uncertainty and delay in the planning system. The Welsh Office
had estimated in 1993 that all but one of the 37 districts would achieve district-wide
local plan coverage by 1996, with most authorities adopting their plans well in
advance (in evidence to the House of Commons Welsh Affairs Committee, 1993).
Although over half the population of Wales was covered by adopted local plans at
this time, only three districts had achieved district-wide coverage: Rhondda,
Swansea and Wrexham Maelor. Some other authorities possessed local plans cover-
ing only minor parts of their administrative areas, whereas six authorities had yet to
start preparing local plans: Carmarthen, Ceredigion, Glyndwr, Montgomeryshire,
Preseli-Pembrokeshire and South Pembrokeshire. For these authorities, centred in
the rural areas of Wales, their only statutory policies were contained in the relevant
structure plans. With the enhanced status afforded to development plan policies
under the terms of Section 54A of the Planning and Compensation Act 1991, it was
imperative for all district authorities to progress statutory local plan coverage as soon
as possible to provide a firm basis for development control decisions.

The Welsh Office attempted to deal with the time delay problems by produc-
ing advice that stressed the advantage of rapid and attractive plan production and
the need for plans to concentrate more upon land use issues (Welsh Office,
1992a, 1993a). While this began to have an impact it is paradoxical that the imple-
mentation of Section 54A of the 1991 Planning and Compensation Act and the
lack of all-Wales national planning guidance between 1993 and 1995 may have
lengthened the time taken for local plan inquiries, thereby undermining the Welsh
Office’s attempts to speed up plan production. The increased status afforded to
local plans means that developers, and others with an interest in land use, are now
more interested in influencing the content of the plans to ensure that policies that
favour their interests are adequately reflected. The problems with local plan uncer-
tainty in Wales may also reflect a wider view in some local planning authorities,
from both officers and members, that the statutory, institutional or ‘official’ planning



system may be irrelevant in addressing the problems facing these communities,
especially if these are ones of social and cultural erosion or economic decline. This
has undoubtedly resulted in a reliance in some areas of Wales on non-statutory
plans and supplementary planning guidance, but also in the view – even since
devolution in 1999 – that Wales requires a completely different approach. Local
planning authorities have placed non-land use planning policies (as defined by
planning law and central government) outside the statutory plan but within supple-
mentary documentation and then used these documents to facilitate community
needs. Such topics addressed by supplementary plans have included social
housing (White and Tewdwr-Jones, 1995).

PLANNING NON-CONFORMITY AND THE EMERGENCE OF

‘IRRESPONSIBLE PLANNING’

To complement the new statutory development plan provisions enacted in the
1991 Act, the Welsh Office decided that some form of quality assessment guid-
ance for the implementation of planning policies would be worth while and
released its Development Control – A Guide to Good Practice document in the
summer of 1993. The aims of the booklet were to assist local authorities in improv-
ing their development control procedures and increasing the quality in public
sector service delivery (Welsh Office, 1993a). The guide, produced as part of the
Citizen’s Charter initiative, a forerunner of Best Value, related to the standard of
service expected out of development control sections by emphasising the right
every citizen has in expecting efficiency in the local development control service. In
addition to providing advice on quality and efficiency in Welsh authorities’ work,
the booklet also attempted to respond to the parliamentary Welsh Affairs Commit-
tee’s recommendations in its report on the planning system within the country con-
cerning bad procedures and malpractice within Welsh rural authorities, in their
report Rural Housing (House of Commons Welsh Affairs Committee, 1993).

The report highlighted the actions of planning committee councillors to base
decisions upon the personal circumstances of the applicant, commenting that,
‘Many of the most disturbing aspects of the evidence we have received have
related to the conduct of members of planning committees’ (House of Commons
Welsh Affairs Committee, 1993: para. 56). The report quotes the evidence of the
Director of Planning at Ceredigion District Council in which he remarked that the
planning system in the locality had

become personalised to the extent that the circumstances of the applicant are

frequently considered to be more important than the planning merits of the

application.

(ibid.)

National agendas: Wales vs. England 199



200 Planning policy conflicts

The development control issue relates directly to the provision of national planning
policy guidance in Wales. A political leader of Ceredigion District Council, an area
of Mid-Wales where a strong opposition planning element exists, complained in
evidence of the imposition of English policies at the Welsh local level:

The Secretary of State has gone so far to say that the local communities and

local people should decide where and what sort of development to take place in

their areas. We are guided by the policy guidance note.

(ibid.: para. 23)

The member then went on to justify the local authority taking an opposing view to
national guidance, preferring instead to rely on local knowledge provided by the
area ward representative in determining individual planning applications. The
uncertainty over the application of non-spatially specific Welsh planning guidance
at the community level has also been raised by members of the planning profes-
sion. The Director of Planning of Montgomeryshire District Council, in commenting
on the role of PPGs in Welsh planning, stated that although the guidance con-
tained an increasing ‘Welsh flavour’, ‘the basic policy in relation to developing the
countryside is still very much a national [British] one’ (ibid.: para. 26). Cloke (1996)
has also highlighted the problems of decision-makers in rural Wales in applying
Planning Policy Guidance Notes 3 (Housing) and 7 (The Countryside). Cloke was
an adviser to the Welsh Affairs Committee for their rural housing study, and has
suggested that there exists a political reaction against the imposition of such
‘Anglocentric’ guidance, labelling the planning activity within these areas as ‘irre-
sponsible’:

it is hard to escape the general conclusion that the degree to which statutory

planning provisions, or legally significant planning policy guidance, are adhered

to by local planning authorities depends on local political agendas and localised

constructions of ‘what it is possible to get away with’.

(Cloke, 1996: 300)

The amount of criticism put forward at the parliamentary committee hearings
of central government guidance failing to reflect the particular characteristics of
Welsh rural communities and the Welsh countryside was so strong it led the com-
mittee to recommend to the Welsh Office the amendment of national policies:

Although we recognise that many of the calls for increasing Welshness to the

guidance are, in effect, calls for greater relaxation of controls over developments

in the countryside, it is also true that guidance which reflects the settlement

patterns of the home counties is unlikely to be equally applicable to rural Wales.

(House of Commons Welsh Affairs Committee, 1993: para. 26)



The politicisation of land use planning, as identified by the Welsh select com-
mittee, also occurred as a result of the actions and decisions of the elected members
of certain authorities. As a direct consequence of the imposed rigidity of national
policy – and ultimately decision-parameters – some local politicians in the 1980s and
1990s became frustrated with their inability to apply local interpretation of national
guidance in local circumstances. The professional officers conformed to the policy
planning constraints, but the elected members were reluctant to follow imposed
central government guidance. This reluctance to conform, in turn, resulted in occa-
sions when the local members rejected professional advice, played-down central
government planning policies, and thereby contributed to reports of misrepresenting
the purpose of the land use planning system (Tewdwr-Jones, 1995). An unfortunate
aspect of this localised opposition to the planning system is an anti-incomer dimen-
sion, a perception that first had its roots in second-home purchasing from the 1960s
but now forming a core political concern on the part of nationalist groups worried
about cultural and linguistic preservation (Gallent and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000b, 2001).
Although this is part of a political reaction, it is especially difficult for a planning officer
to deal with. The professional has to recognise and manage politicians’ requests to
implement an anti-institutional decision-making process against the imposition of
central government policies for everyone in the authority’s area. It is one thing for
local politicians deliberately to ignore established government planning policies for
the benefit of everyone in the authority’s area, but quite another matter when the
opposition is enacted only when it benefits people born in the locality.

Cloke (1996) recognises the parallels here between the local political config-
urations of the Welsh rural authorities and the Lees Report of maladministration in
the operation of the development control function of North Cornwall District
Council, a local authority in the rural south-west of England (DoE, 1993). Many
issues highlighted by the Members of Parliament in Wales are similar to the con-
tents of the North Cornwall report.

Authorities in both the Welsh heartland of West, Mid- and North Wales and
North Cornwall reflect to some extent the same socio-political characteristics.
These authorities are politically independent, are centred on remote rural areas,
and possess broadly similar social and economic conditions, such as rural depriva-
tion and lack of affordable local housing. Additional to these societal problems is a
cultural phenomenon. In rural Wales, the erosion of Welsh identity and the threat to
the Welsh language is compounded by a supposed ‘threat’ from non-local people
migrating into the area and eroding both the low supply of housing stock and the
distinctive cultural circumstances either as first-home or second-home owners
(Gallent and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000b), although this latter point does not seem to be
particularly apparent today as it was in the 1970s and 1980s. It remains, neverthe-
less, and entrenched political perception.
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The political representatives of both regions have been attempting to take
decisions that meet the needs and problems of the communities they serve while
territorially conserving the cultural nuances that are identified as distinctive from
the rest of the country. While it is questionable whether this forms the basis of a
rural local state (Cloke and Little, 1990), planners in these areas are faced with the
problem of local politicians refusing to enact central policies institutionalised and
backed by a legal system. The decision-makers view with great suspicion the impo-
sition of outside policies or guidance that have not been formulated at the local
level. They also do not believe that policy solutions addressed by anyone other
than local people can truly reflect the problems being experienced or create sets of
conditions that are appropriate for their own constituencies. Local government and
local political representatives are viewed as the best actors to respond to local
needs (Jones and Stewart, 1983). In the place of national policies, they develop a
local capacity for non-official planning that, while not politically strong, responds to
powerful and passionate beliefs held by the wider community.

A great deal of evidence exists, therefore, to assert a sub-national planning
agenda within Wales pushing against the imposition of a national consistency
policy approach. Shortly after the publication of the Welsh Affairs Committee
report, the Welsh Office did adopt a separate planning policy system in Wales by
abandoning its joint national policy statement approach with the Department of
the Environment for England. But to what extent did the new Welsh system actu-
ally promote a separate planning policy agenda to that for England? It is that
question that forms the rationale for the empirical research discussed in the next
section.

Planning Guidance for Wales or Welsh Planning
Policy?

John Redwood was succeeded as Welsh Secretary by William Hague in July
1995. Immediately following his appointment, two new draft Planning Policy Guid-
ance Notes were released for public consultation. The two documents, Unitary
Development Plans and Planning Policy (Welsh Office, 1995a, 1995b), incorpo-
rated the ‘missing PPGs’, but the contents and format of the two drafts were radic-
ally different to the joint English/Welsh planning guidance previously released. The
principal change in the two draft documents compared to their former and English
counterparts centred on the number of PPGs that would in future provide the
Welsh national planning policy agenda. The Welsh Office replaced all the existing
PPGs – some 17 documents – together with a number of circulars and other
government statements with the two revised PPGs.
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Unitary Development Plans concentrated on preparing UDPs in the reformed
unitary local government system in Wales after April 1996. The guidance went
further, however, and included detailed guidance on plan procedures within the
national parks and on transitionary arrangements between the old and new plan-
ning systems. The second document, Planning Guidance Wales: Planning Policy
was far more interesting, and reduced the advice in the existing 17 PPGs to 200
paragraphs of guidance. The format, contents and even wording of this PPG were
extremely different to past Department of the Environment government planning
statements. It became apparent that the Welsh Office accepted the need for
change in its planning policy guidance, as highlighted by the parliamentary Welsh
Affairs Committee in 1993, with the emphasis on developing policy separately from
that in England.

The PPG provided definitive statements that concentrate on strategic issues
in recognition, most probably, of the lack of a co-ordinating strategic planning
agency in Wales once the county councils were abolished in spring 1996. Some
agencies in Wales criticised the government for the brevity of the guidance, but
failed to appreciate what the Welsh Office was attempting to achieve. For once,
the government was attempting to restrict its policy guidance to national and stra-
tegic issues at an all-Wales level, a broad framework that permitted individual local
authorities and developers a greater amount of discretion to determine local
issues. The general role of national planning policy was not amended, however,
and local authorities were still required to take account of Welsh Office guidance
in preparing development plans and in determining planning applications. But the
interpretation of PPGs, where local authorities have the ability to formulate policies
and take decisions that are broadly in conformity with the Secretary of State’s
advice, was left for the local authorities themselves to determine, espousing the
concept of ‘local choice’ that the former Welsh Secretary John Redwood sup-
ported.

On the whole, the revised PPGs when released in final format in 1996 did
begin to reflect the particular nuances of Welsh social, economic and environ-
mental concerns. But several important questions remained unanswered. Given the
change in nature of the PPGs to cover issues of more strategic concern, Welsh
local authorities may well feel as though they are entering another policy vacuum, in
much the same way as the uncertainty of the 1970s and early 1980s. The former
PPGs dealt with many issues in great detail, to the extent that practically all plan-
ning matters were covered by the guidance. Local authorities only had to interpret
and adapt national policies to suit their own circumstances. The strategic PPGs
after 1996 left local authorities with a greater interpretative and policy formulation
role, and this may not have been welcome in some quarters. More fundamentally,
did the contents of Planning Guidance Wales actually illustrate a separate
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planning policy agenda for Wales, compared to the previous joint English and
Welsh model, or was it merely the format that changed?

PLANNING POLICY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN ENGLAND AND WALES

The form the detailed research took related to a detailed comparison between
national planning statements between the different government departments in the
period 1993–9: the Department of the Environment’s Planning Policy Guidance
Notes, and the Welsh Office’s Planning Guidance Wales. The aim of this approach
was to identify those policies considered by the government sufficiently important
as overarching English and Welsh planning statements, and thereby illustrate the
government’s determination to continue with its national consistency remit across
England and Wales to the detriment of sub-national planning policy agendas, and
those policies that were at variance with the joint English and Welsh, or English
only, approach, thereby illustrating central government’s weakening of its overarch-
ing national consistency remit by permitting a strategic sub-national (Welsh)
approach. It would also illustrate the degree to which Planning Guidance Wales
did conform to the distinctive policy called for by the Welsh Affairs Committee in
1993.

The empirical results are discussed in relation to 13 key policy sectors:
design; transport and infrastructure; housing; conservation of the natural and built
environment; the coast; green belts; economic development; control of outdoor
advertisements; tourism, sport and recreation; energy; waste treatment and dis-
posal; land reclamation, unstable land, contaminated land and flood risk; and pollu-
tion. The format of the results tabulated as Tables 9.1–9.13 depicts the section of
Planning Guidance Wales devoted to that particular topic, together with the relevant
English PPG equivalent. Beneath this data, national policy statements from the
Department of the Environment’s own documentation are listed, together with the
relevant equivalent paragraph (if any) in the Welsh version. The DoE’s national plan-
ning policy statements within each Planning Policy Guidance Note, as they existed
at the time, are listed in The Effectiveness of Planning Policy Guidance Notes
report, published by the Department of the Environment in 1995 (DoE, 1995).

The difficulties of comparing one set of policies with another was appreci-
ated. In particular, there was concern over how to compare policy with policy to
identify similarity either in wording, or meaning, or structure of sentence. The
approach adopted identifies similarity in the tenet of the policy statements, rather
than exact replication. This follows central government advice within PPG1,
General Policy and Principles to the effect that the semantics of statements within
PPGs should not be subject to intense scrutiny (DoE/Welsh Office, 1992b).
However, where significant variation occurred in the tenet of two similar policies in
separate documents, this was noted.
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DESIGN

Comparison between the design policy content of PPG and PGW reveals a slight
difference in the amount of policy advice (see Table 9.1). PGW contained just
three paragraphs devoted to the subject of design, although the DoE’s checklist of
national policy statements reveals that they were concerned with just two state-
ments. The impact on surrounding sensitive areas of new development was con-
tained within the Welsh version, but there was no statement that encouraged local
authorities to consider good design standards. This could be significant for two
reasons. First, there was no duty for Welsh local planning authorities to include a
policy in their development plans that promoted good design, unlike their English
counterparts; second, without that local policy it would be more difficult for plan-
ning controllers to negotiate or even reject development proposals that did not
meet the good design requirements of individual local authorities or spatial areas.
This could, in turn, have had implications for local authorities’ positions in planning
appeals.

One hopes that local planning authorities in Wales would, nevertheless, have
adopted good design practice in assessing applications for planning permission,
and might even have included design policies in their development plans. The dif-
ference with English guidance is the very fact that local authorities were not
advised to include such a policy. Invariably this may not have mattered, and
perhaps what is of more significance is the fact that the Department of the Environ-
ment regarded it to be so significant an issue as to inform English local authorities
of this requirement explicitly. The more conceptual questions that arise are: Is it
necessary for central government to make such a statement, or is it rather first and
foremost a local matter? To what extent is it necessary for central government to
inform local authorities of particular policy areas in order to ensure that the subject
is addressed locally? What would be the impact of Welsh local authorities not
explicitly including a policy in their development plans in the context of their
enhanced positions provided by Section 54A of the Planning and Compensation
Act 1991?

TRANSPORT AND INFRASTRUCTURE

The next topic covers two principal policy areas: transport and telecommunica-
tions. As Table 9.2 indicates, PGW devoted 29 paragraphs of guidance to the
subject and the DoE identified eight national policy statements. These statements,
that included urban development promotion to reduce car trips, to limit car
parking, the promotion of public transport, and telecommunications develop-
ments, were all repeated in the Welsh document. They may therefore have been
classified as overarching national policy statements to apply across England and
Wales. No sub-national policy agenda at variance with these statements would be

National agendas: Wales vs. England 205



Ta
bl

e 
9.

1
C

om
pa

ris
on

 o
f n

at
io

na
l p

la
nn

in
g 

po
lic

ie
s 

be
tw

ee
n 

P
la

nn
in

g 
P

ol
ic

y 
G

ui
da

nc
e 

N
ot

es
 fo

r E
ng

la
nd

 a
nd

 P
la

nn
in

g 
G

ui
da

nc
e 

W
al

es
: D

es
ig

n

P
ar

as
.

P
la

nn
in

g 
G

ui
da

nc
e 

W
al

es
P

la
nn

in
g 

P
ol

ic
y 

G
ui

da
nc

e 
fo

r 
E

ng
la

nd

38
–4

0
D

es
ig

n
P

P
G

1

N
at

io
na

l p
ol

ic
y 

st
at

em
en

ts
 m

ad
e 

w
ith

in
 P

la
nn

in
g 

P
ol

ic
y 

G
ui

da
nc

e 
fo

r E
ng

la
nd

 a
nd

 s
im

ila
r s

ta
te

m
en

ts
 id

en
tifi

ed
 in

 P
la

nn
in

g 
G

ui
da

nc
e 

W
al

es

To
 e

nc
ou

ra
ge

 g
oo

d 
de

si
gn

 s
ta

nd
ar

ds
 (n

/s
)

To
 c

on
si

de
r t

he
 im

pa
ct

 o
f p

ro
po

se
d 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t o

n 
su

rr
ou

nd
in

g 
bu

ild
in

gs
 a

nd
 la

nd
sc

ap
e 

in
 a

re
as

 d
es

ig
na

te
d 

by
 v

irt
ue

 o
f t

he
 s

en
si

tiv
ity

 
of

 th
e 

en
vi

ro
nm

en
t (

pa
ra

s.
 3

8/
39

)

S
ou

rc
e:

 E
ng

lis
h 

an
d 

W
el

sh
 n

at
io

na
l p

la
nn

in
g 

po
lic

y 
gu

id
an

ce
 n

ot
es

N
ot

e:
 n

/s
 re

fe
rs

 to
 ‘n

o 
st

at
em

en
t’



Ta
bl

e 
9.

2
C

om
pa

ris
on

 o
f n

at
io

na
l p

la
nn

in
g 

po
lic

ie
s 

be
tw

ee
n 

P
la

nn
in

g 
P

ol
ic

y 
G

ui
da

nc
e 

N
ot

es
 fo

r E
ng

la
nd

 a
nd

 P
la

nn
in

g 
G

ui
da

nc
e 

W
al

es
: T

ra
ns

po
rt

 a
nd

 In
fra

st
ru

ct
ur

e

P
ar

as
.

P
la

nn
in

g 
G

ui
da

nc
e 

W
al

es
P

la
nn

in
g 

P
ol

ic
y 

G
ui

da
nc

e 
fo

r 
E

ng
la

nd

51
–5

Tr
an

sp
or

t
P

P
G

13
56

–6
0

P
ub

lic
 tr

an
sp

or
t

P
P

G
13

61
–7

0
S

iti
ng

 o
f d

ev
el

op
m

en
t

P
P

G
13

71
S

tr
at

eg
ic

 ro
ad

s
P

P
G

13
72

U
til

iti
es

P
P

G
8

73
–9

Te
le

co
m

m
un

ic
at

io
ns

P
P

G
8

N
at

io
na

l p
ol

ic
y 

st
at

em
en

ts
 m

ad
e 

w
ith

in
 P

la
nn

in
g 

P
ol

ic
y 

G
ui

da
nc

e 
fo

r E
ng

la
nd

 a
nd

 s
im

ila
r s

ta
te

m
en

ts
 id

en
tifi

ed
 in

 P
la

nn
in

g 
G

ui
da

nc
e 

W
al

es

To
 p

ro
m

ot
e 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t w

ith
in

 u
rb

an
 a

re
as

, a
t l

oc
at

io
ns

 h
ig

hl
y 

ac
ce

ss
ib

le
 b

y 
m

ea
ns

 o
th

er
 th

an
 th

e 
pr

iv
at

e 
ca

r (
pa

ra
. 6

1)
To

 e
nc

ou
ra

ge
 th

e 
lo

ca
tio

n 
of

 m
aj

or
 g

en
er

at
or

s 
of

 tr
av

el
 d

em
an

d 
in

 e
xi

st
in

g 
ce

nt
re

s 
w

hi
ch

 a
re

 h
ig

hl
y 

ac
ce

ss
ib

le
 b

y 
m

ea
ns

 o
th

er
 th

an
 th

e 
pr

iv
at

e 
ca

r (
pa

ra
. 6

3)
To

 s
tr

en
gt

he
n 

ex
is

tin
g 

lo
ca

l c
en

tr
es

 –
 in

 b
ot

h 
ur

ba
n 

an
d 

ru
ra

l a
re

as
 –

 w
hi

ch
 o

ffe
r a

 ra
ng

e 
of

 e
ve

ry
da

y 
co

m
m

un
ity

, s
ho

pp
in

g 
an

d 
em

pl
oy

m
en

t o
pp

or
tu

ni
tie

s,
 a

nd
 a

im
 to

 p
ro

te
ct

 a
nd

 e
nh

an
ce

 th
ei

r v
ia

bi
lit

y 
an

d 
vi

ta
lit

y 
(p

ar
a.

 6
3)

To
 m

ai
nt

ai
n 

an
d 

im
pr

ov
e 

ch
oi

ce
 fo

r p
eo

pl
e 

to
 w

al
k,

 c
yc

le
 o

r u
se

 p
ub

lic
 tr

an
sp

or
t r

at
he

r t
ha

n 
dr

iv
e 

be
tw

ee
n 

ho
m

es
 a

nd
 fa

ci
lit

ie
s 

w
hi

ch
 

th
ey

 n
ee

d 
to

 v
is

it 
re

gu
la

rly
 (p

ar
as

. 6
3/

65
)

To
 li

m
it 

pa
rk

in
g 

pr
ov

is
io

n 
fo

r d
ev

el
op

m
en

ts
 a

nd
 o

th
er

 o
n 

or
 o

ff-
st

re
et

 p
ar

ki
ng

 p
ro

vi
si

on
 to

 d
is

co
ur

ag
e 

re
lia

nc
e 

on
 th

e 
ca

r f
or

 w
or

k 
an

d 
ot

he
r j

ou
rn

ey
s 

w
he

re
 th

er
e 

ar
e 

ef
fe

ct
iv

e 
al

te
rn

at
iv

es
 (p

ar
a.

 6
6)

To
 c

at
er

 fo
r t

el
ec

om
m

un
ic

at
io

ns
 d

ev
el

op
m

en
t b

y 
ta

ki
ng

 a
cc

ou
nt

 o
f s

tr
at

eg
ic

 re
qu

ire
m

en
ts

 o
f n

et
w

or
ks

 (p
ar

a.
 7

3)
To

 d
ev

el
op

 p
ol

ic
ie

s 
fo

r t
he

 lo
ca

tio
n 

of
 te

le
co

m
m

un
ic

at
io

ns
 d

ev
el

op
m

en
ts

 (p
ar

a.
 7

5)
To

 p
ro

vi
de

 fl
ex

ib
le

 c
rit

er
ia

 b
as

ed
 g

ui
de

lin
es

 fo
r t

el
ec

om
m

un
ic

at
io

ns
 d

ev
el

op
m

en
t w

he
re

 s
ite

s 
ot

he
r t

ha
n 

th
os

e 
id

en
tifi

ed
 in

 th
e 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t p

la
n 

ar
e 

pr
op

os
ed

 (p
ar

a.
 7

6)



208 Planning policy conflicts

permitted since they have formed a central plank of government policy. Govern-
ment policy in this respect refers to non-planning subjects, towards sustainability
(in public transport promotion) and market deregulation and competitiveness
(towards telecommunication developments). Both these general policy areas were
covered by government White Papers at the time: HM Government (1990, 1994
respectively), and can be viewed as general policy underlying changes to plan-
ning policy formulation.

Since national planning policy statements emerged following general govern-
ment policy developments towards certain specific sectors, one may surmise that
these national planning statements do conform to overarching statements to be
applied uniformly across England and Wales. The key questions are: Should the
statements contained within Planning Guidance be regarded as national policy
statements released by central government, or are they merely central government
national position statements that local authorities must follow in developing local
policies? What and how much discretion do local authorities possess to deviate
from this national planning policy line?

HOUSING

Housing policies between Wales and England were practically identical, and all
four national policy statements were evident in both sets of documents (Table 9.3).
The first statement, however, did display a slight variation in Wales where the
future housing provision figures were released by the Welsh Office on a unitary
authority by unitary authority basis. In England, housing figures have been calcu-
lated on a regional basis and then broken down into county figures. These county
figures, in turn, were translated into detailed local plan housing site allocations at
the district council level. This approach, described as the ‘predict and provide’
model, has caused a great deal of consternation locally and one that has recently
caused the Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions to explore
ways of introducing more local transparency and consultation in the housing pro-
jection figures in England (DETR, 1998f).

Although PPG3 Planning for Housing in Wales, and its English counterpart
both devoted several paragraphs to affordable housing, the government had not at
the time of the research adopted a national policy statement to cover this subject.
While this may seem unusual, it was a transitory time for the subject of the
planning–affordable housing relationship, since it has long been deemed to be a
non-land use issue (Gallent and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000a; Tewdwr-Jones and
Gallent, 2000). It is only relatively recently that the British courts of law have deter-
mined that the issue of affordable housing can be a material consideration in plan-
ning, and the development of planning policy – from the judgements of legal cases
– is being progressed slowly.
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Environmental conservation is a policy area that has been covered by both
English and Welsh planning policy guidance, even if the Welsh version took the
same policy position as the English equivalents, albeit in fewer statements (see
Table 9.4). One national policy statement was absent from Planning Guidance
Wales: the need to balance-up protection of the landscape and natural habitats
with the encouragement of rural enterprise and development. This catch-all policy
may have appeared to the Welsh Office to be too sensitive for a predominantly
rural Welsh audience in its requirement to consider rural economic development
alongside countryside protection. The Welsh statements, in comparison, gave
significant weight to the protection of agricultural land and countryside develop-
ment. A separate statement in Planning Guidance Wales did, however, call for
local authorities to consider the need for diversification of the rural economy (see
Table 9.7).

THE COAST

Planning Guidance Wales’s statements on coastal planning caused controversy in
professional circles when the draft guidance note was released in July 1995,
mainly as a result of just one paragraph being devoted to the subject. The previous
English and Welsh joint statement on coastal planning comprised a complete guid-
ance note (PPG20 of September 1992). Although the Welsh Office did make it
clear in 1995 that the policy content of PGW was identical to the previous guid-
ance, it did not completely satisfy the demands of coastal protection groups and
environmentalists who claimed that three-quarters of Wales’ borders are coastal
and therefore the country requires a strong planning policy. When the final version
of PGW was released in May 1996, a further five paragraphs were added relating
to coastal planning, but as can be viewed from Table 9.5, the national policy state-
ments for the two countries were identical. It is interesting that the Welsh Office
could state the government’s position of coastal planning, protection and develop-
ment within six paragraphs, whereas the version used in England contained 77
paragraphs.

GREEN BELTS

Green belt policy has been one of the few key planning policy areas where a distinc-
tive and noticeable difference between England and Wales exists (see Table 9.6).
Green belts have been in existence in England for almost fifty years but until 1999
there were no green belts in Wales. Attempts had been made at Welsh Office level
and local authority level to designate green belts in Wales in both the 1950s and
the early 1990s, but on both occasions progress had been thwarted. In their place,
local authorities had relied on the designation of ‘green wedges’ and ‘green barriers’
in their development plans, thereby providing a flexible context to enable review of
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the green boundaries at every local plan review, something that green belt policy
would not have provided. The reason for this relates to the possible location of
green belts in Wales: the coastal plains of south-east and north-east Wales, that
also happen to correspond to the preferred sites for inward investment and regional
economic growth along the major transport arteries running east to west (see
Tewdwr-Jones, 1997a; Phelps and Tewdwr-Jones, 1998).

Planning Guidance Wales was the first Welsh Office planning document
that permitted local authorities to designate green belts in Wales. The approach,
however, was one of local authority discretion in weighing-up environmental pro-
tection with economic development interests. The policy statement pointed out
the factors to be borne in mind by authorities prior to green belt designation, and
these appeared to go beyond the requirements for green belt extension in
England. The Welsh Office called for green belt designation only where existing
green wedge or green barrier policies within development plans were providing
insufficient protection: the approach therefore seems to be ‘a last resort’. Even
more bizarre was the prospect of local authorities having to witness development
within existing green wedge policy areas before green belt designation could be
permitted, which may seem a classic case of ‘Shutting the stable door after the
horse has bolted’.

One prominent national policy statement missing from the Welsh version was
the ‘general presumption against inappropriate development’, which was either a
major error on the part of the Welsh Office drafters or else a deliberate move in
recognition of the important economic activity that could be attracted to these
areas to the environment, an issue that actually occurred in 1997 after the publica-
tion of the PGW in revised format (see Phelps and Tewdwr-Jones’s 1998 discus-
sion of the attraction of the Korean electronic company LG to south-east Wales).
See Table 9.14 and discussion relating to the designation of major growth corri-
dors in these areas.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The government’s policies relating to economic development across England and
Wales are transposed into both Planning Guidance Wales and Planning Policy
Guidance for England without any variation, as Table 9.7 illustrates. National policy
statements to identify locations for new developments (especially in urban areas),
and ensuring the vitality and viability of town centres and the rural economy, were
all covered in the Welsh document. This included a policy curtailing the develop-
ment of out-of-town retailing developments, first initiated in joint English and Welsh
guidance in 1993. Since this time, the government has established a national
sequential retail test to enable local authorities to assess retail developments by
their proximity to town centres.

214 Planning policy conflicts
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CONTROL OF OUTDOOR ADVERTISEMENTS

The inclusion of a policy statement related to the display and location of adverts
may not be a subject matter one initially thinks of as warranting a national approach
(see Table 9.8). And yet the government has always held the opinion that it is
important to control advertisements across England and Wales strictly to ensure
that environmental and aesthetic safeguards remain in place. This national policy,
and the control of advertisement regulations from which the policy is derived, has
ensured effective limitation of the commercialisation of both town and country in
England and Wales over the last 50 years. This policy even remained in place
during the market-orientated and commercially minded deregulatory zeal of the
Thatcherite governments of the 1980s and epitomises an area of planning
regulation and control that was left in place at a time when other public sector
planning controls were either being removed or else severely watered down.

TOURISM, SPORT AND RECREATION

Sport and recreation and tourism were two subjects covered by separate Planning
Policy Guidance Notes in England, whereas the Welsh document devoted just six
paragraphs to these policies. All principal national policy statements were repli-
cated in the English and Welsh notes (see Table 9.9), with one exception: that
dealing with the criteria for determining planning proposals for new large or inno-
vative sports developments. This seems an odd statement to have excluded,
particularly as local planning authorities in Wales are required to determine appli-
cations for planning permission for sports facilities, similar to English authorities.
Wales does possess its own government-funded agency for the promotion of
sport, the Sports Council for Wales, that does have a planning consultee role.

Local authorities are required to consult the Sports Council on any sports-
related development proposals in their area, but the requirement to include the
criteria by which those authorities would determine those planning applications is
unusual in development plans. If anything, the placement of sports development
criteria would seem to be a natural part of sports-related policies within develop-
ment plans. Perhaps the Welsh Office assumed that Welsh local planning authori-
ties would invariably include such criteria within their policies as a matter of
course. Viewing this issue from the opposite perspective, it is questionable why
the Department of the Environment in England should deem it necessary to
explain the requirements of local government on planning for sport in this much
detail.

ENERGY

Planning for energy, especially renewable energy developments, has featured
prominently in media reporting of planning issues in Wales over the last ten years.
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The development of wind turbine farms on remote hill-top locations in South Wales
and Mid-Wales has caused a great deal of consternation on the part of rural
communities that have objected to what they view as the blighting of the land-
scape. This has been particularly contested in the National Parks of rural Wales
where the aesthetic qualities of the landscape have been perceived to be under
threat from the large wind turbines.

The national planning policy position advanced by central government in the
early 1990s was to encourage local government to permit applications for renew-
able energy, to meet an environmental obligation and to deregulate the energy
industry. This policy was adopted as an overarching policy statement across
England and Wales and was not rewritten in any substantive way for a Welsh audi-
ence (see Table 9.10). It is, perhaps, unfortunate that the most suitable locations
for wind turbine farm developments in Wales correspond to the most sensitive
landscape areas; namely, national parks and areas of outstanding natural beauty.
The distinctiveness of the Welsh landscape may have required a more sensitive
analysis of development proposals within these areas, but that did not lead to the
development of a more Welsh landscape-friendly policy statement in Planning
Guidance Wales. Renewable energy proposals are, in any case, subject to formal
environmental assessment and the impact on the environment of any development
proposal has to be assessed as part of the local authorities’ duties of weighing up
all relevant material consideration. However, this environment requirement is just
one of many considerations to be taken into account by decision-makers. The
heated debate in Wales during the early to mid-1990s could have prompted the
Welsh Office to state the environmental issue more prominently within the Welsh
policy. Had this occurred, it may have deflated a more contentious planning issue
at the time.

WASTE TREATMENT AND DISPOSAL

Waste treatment and disposal is included within Planning Policy Guidance Note
23, Planning and Pollution Control, in England. ‘Waste Treatment and Disposal’
would actually be a more suitable title for the PPG, rather than ‘Pollution Control’,
since one of the reasons why the PPG was released was to meet the UK govern-
ment’s obligations to implement European Union directives on a waste framework,
and the note sets out policy on waste management in some detail. It is therefore
surprising to note, as Table 9.11 reveals, that Planning Guidance Wales contained
none of the key policy statements that existed in the English document. PGW’s
three paragraphs did mention the EU obligations but these are set in the context
of the UK government’s policy on waste management to promote reduction, re-use
and recovery of sites, and to ensure that a sustainable approach occurs to
deal with all of Wales’ waste within Wales. Whether this provided the strategic
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222 Planning policy conflicts

framework advocated in the English PPG is open to question, since the statement
was made generally and did not adequately deal with implementation. This is yet
another example of a detailed policy area covered by a lengthy PPG in England
being replaced in Wales with just three short paragraphs that essentially cover the
same broad issues.

LAND RECLAMATION, UNSTABLE LAND, CONTAMINATED LAND AND

POLLUTION

The key policy statements covering land reclamation, unstable and contaminated
land were replicated in the Welsh guidance (Table 9.12) as were those for pollu-
tion (Table 9.13). These comprised 14 paragraphs and matched the English policy
guidance notes PPG14 and PPG23. No significant differences in PGW’s senti-
ments were advanced compared to the English policy statements.

OVERVIEW

The findings from this policy research indicate that, generally, national policy state-
ments within the planning system have been replicated between the English and
Welsh planning guidance with very few exceptions. These statements do therefore
conform to national overarching policies to be applied across England and Wales
and, despite the existence of separate planning statements for Wales compared to
those for England, the Welsh Office did largely implement the English-originated
policies and replicated them in the 1996 released Planning Guidance Wales.
Whether this was a deliberate action on the part of planning policy officers within
the Welsh Office to meet a political agenda, or is simply the consequence of a lack
of resources to consider alternative position statements, is difficult to extrapolate.
The important point to consider is the fact that the national policy statements
adopted by the Welsh Office in Wales have reinforced a national consistency
remit, and directly or indirectly mitigated against the development of a sub-national
peculiarly Welsh planning policy agenda.

Certain key issues can be drawn out, however. The first is that some national
policy statements identified in the English documentation are absent from the
Welsh guidance notes (for example, a presumption against development in green
belts). It is difficult to assess the significance of this position, save for the sugges-
tion that the Welsh Office may have deemed it fruitless to include certain state-
ments within the Welsh policy because they could be taken for granted by local
planning authorities. Alternatively, the lack of a national policy statement on such
an important issue as green belt protection could indirectly lead to weakening of
the policy position in Wales compared to that for England, and could undermine
local planners’ positions in planning control.

The second issue relates to the first. To what extent is it necessary for a
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central government department to cover all aspects of planning and to inform local
planning authorities of detailed planning considerations? Within the Welsh guid-
ance, certain national policy statements are absent, but are explicit in the English
guidance notes. Without an explicit statement, local planning authorities in Wales
may feel as though there is no requirement to consider particular issues, or else
may deviate from the position explicitly set out in English policy. It begs the ques-
tion of the degree to which local planning authorities are using central government
national planning statements as explicit directives, as sources of information, or as
mere guidance.

Third, and again relating to the previous point, the extremely noticeable dif-
ference in the amount and extent of national planning guidance contained in Planning
Guidance Wales compared to Planning Policy Guidance for England questions the
degree of national policy statement content of the documents. In certain topics, for
example, coastal planning, pollution control and waste disposal, the key national
policy statements are replicated in the Welsh guidance notes but only within a few
relatively short paragraphs. The English notes, by comparison, devote complete doc-
uments to the topics. One feels as though the brevity of the Welsh versions are
preferable. However, there has been a perception by planning professionals in Wales
that the Welsh position is weak in the substantive policy content of these subjects
simply because of the lack of the amount of guidance contained within Planning
Guidance Wales. This illustrates an inability on the part of planners in Wales to distin-
guish between national policy statements and general national planning guidance,
which might be a significant issue if planners are replicating the content (devised
nationally) against the formulation of locally divergent planning policies.

Fourth, certain statements identified within both Welsh and English planning
guidance notes must be regarded as overarching national statements. These
include policies to promote sustainable development, the use of public transport,
and market deregulation. However, these policies may not be regarded as national
planning policies per se, but rather as central government policies. Clearly, certain
statements can be traced back to other governmental policy sectors (telecommuni-
cations development and competitiveness), but others are far more detailed plan-
ning matters. Both types of national policy statements are included within the
guidance notes and both PPG for England and PGW for Wales could therefore be
said to have embodied the principles of national policy statements and national
statements on the practice of local planning. Neither type of statement is distin-
guished explicitly within the guidance notes, and the Welsh Office and local plan-
ning authorities might be excused for failing to distinguish between national and
local planning policy matters in their consideration of the contents of central
government documents.

Fifth, despite political and public calls in the early 1990s to release separate
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national planning policy statements for Wales compared to those originating in
England, Planning Guidance Wales of 1996 replicates the English position even
on those policy sectors that could have warranted a distinctive approach. These
sectors, including housing in the open countryside, settlement policies, design,
coastal planning, and renewable energy, were not covered by Welsh planning pol-
icies but by the same national policy statements as those existing east of Offa’s
Dyke. If a distinctive policy position had been established by the Welsh Office
within Planning Guidance Wales in 1996 in respect of these issues, some of the
more contentious aspects of Welsh planning practice in the 1990s may have been
avoided.

Finally, certain (albeit a few) sectoral issues did warrant distinctive and separ-
ate national policy statements in Wales compared to the position in England, and
relate to green belts, economic development and transport. These are the subject
of more detailed analysis in the next section.

The Distinctiveness of National Planning Policy
Statements in Wales

The previous section compared the national policy statements within Planning
Guidance Wales with those identified by the Department of the Environment in
England in its Planning Policy Guidance Notes. This final research section identi-
fies those relatively few national policy statements that were identified within PGW
but which were not evident in the English policy documents. This was necessary in
order to assess the degree to which PGW did contain a distinctive sub-national
policy content in parallel with the over-arching national policy statements applied
across England and Wales.

The 221 paragraphs of national planning policy guidance contained within
Planning Guidance Wales are divided into 15 sections and 35 pages, but analysis
reveals a distinctive separate policy agenda for Wales in just 24 sentences (see
Table 9.14). However, these statements do cover a number of policy sectors and
some of these are of some significance.

The most noticeable policy areas displaying a distinctive Welsh approach
relate to statements referring spatially to Wales. Planning Guidance Wales con-
tained a black and white strategic planning map of Wales at the very start of the
document that illustrated areas of growth, areas of restraint, major transport routes,
and local government boundaries. While this figure provided an overall strategic
planning picture of Wales, there were very few references to different parts of
Wales in the accompanying text. As Table 9.14 indicates, these strategic planning
references were made in discussion of transport policy (the strategic roads of the
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A55, M4 and A465 where major growth would be located in the future, and the
importance of Cardiff International Airport), and economic development policy (to
locate strategically and have a presumption in favour of economic development in
the coastal locations of North and South Wales (the major growth areas corre-
sponding to the strategic highway networks mentioned above)). This has been a
notable policy, since it is the only significant aspect of Planning Guidance Wales
that appears to have been determined by the Welsh Office. It is even more note-
worthy, however, given its importance for planning for inward investment opportun-
ities, upgrading or improving the existing principal transport network along the
coastal strips, and environmental protection of greenfield sites in these areas. In
fact, one could go further and suggest that in view of its strategic significance and
enhanced policy status within Planning Guidance Wales, the designation of these
major growth areas in North and South Wales has had direct and indirect con-
sequences for all other areas of planning policy and development locations.

It is interesting to note that the economic development quango, the Welsh
Development Agency, is not mentioned at all in the economic section of Planning
Guidance Wales, but it would be naive to think that this strategic growth policy
had been developed by the Welsh Office in isolation from the WDA’s strategy. In
fact, the WDA’s preferred location of all inward investment to Wales corresponds
to these strategic growth corridors. Rather than the planning policy formulators of
the Welsh Office developing this policy, the principal strategic planning element of
Wales’s national policy statement was largely determined by the Welsh Develop-
ment Agency, and it is perhaps significant that the Welsh Office utilised the
opportunity through its release of PGW to require local planning authorities to
conform to this approach in formulating local policies and implementing local
decisions.

Wales was also mentioned within Planning Guidance Wales in relation to the
particular agencies or institutions that exist – for example, to take into account the
policies and recommendations of the Countryside Council for Wales and the
national parks. Outside this policy remit, certain policy sectors have been men-
tioned clearly and with a distinctive approach compared to those for England. Of
note here are two policies. First, a presumption against new settlements on green-
field sites in Wales that preceded the policy position in England by some two
years. And second, a presumption against the development of new regional shop-
ping centres of more than 500,000 square metres of gross floor space in Wales.
This was implemented to enable existing urban commercial centres and small
market towns to remain viable. Associated with this policy, a further two areas
subject to special mention are the promotion of urban villages and the encourage-
ment of village shops, both of which were not mentioned in English planning
guidance at the time of the release of Planning Guidance Wales, although they
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were included in a revised version of Planning Policy Guidance Note 7 on the
countryside, released in England in February 1997.

The final policy area possessing a distinctive Welsh stamp is that for green
belt designation. As mentioned previously, green belts had not existed in Wales
prior to 1999, although Planning Guidance Wales allowed local planning authori-
ties to designate parts of their areas as green belts for the first time. The designa-
tion in Wales is, however, a little different compared to that for England. The
locations identified by PGW for possible green belt designation corresponded to
the major growth areas suitable for economic development, and could also only be
designated where existing green wedge or green barrier environmental protection
policies of development plans were failing to control development adequately. It is
not surprising, therefore, that local planning authorities have been reluctant to des-
ignate any parts of their areas as green belts since they are also conforming to the
economic development national policy statements of Planning Guidance Wales to
allocate these areas for major growth activity. We therefore have a clear contra-
diction between different policy statements within the one policy document,
between the Welsh Development Agency strategic policy for inward investment
and the environmentally aware prevention of the coalescence of neighbouring set-
tlements. It is also worrying to note that PGW also placed a presumption against
development in any green belts designated, but simultaneously called on local
authorities to consider where other considerations (notably, economic) might out-
weigh the harm caused by development. The Welsh Office therefore adopted a
caveat within its national policy statement on green belts to permit – in very excep-
tional circumstances – development where the benefit clearly overrode the impact
on the environment.

Conclusions

The differences in national policy statements between Wales and England in the
immediate pre-devolution period indicate the adoption in certain sectors of a dis-
tinctive Welsh approach to planning policy formulation compared to that for
England. However, these statements only numbered a handful in comparison to the
plethora of policies in all sectors that were joint overarching English and Welsh
statements. The release of Planning Guidance Wales in 1996 occurred in the
wake of political criticism of the ‘Anglocentric’ nature of the national policy state-
ments. This research has indicated that it is predominantly the format of the state-
ments that has changed, rather than the tenet of the policies for a Welsh audience.
National policy statements in some of the more contentious sectors that the plan-
ning system in Wales has sought to ameliorate over the last few years – housing in
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the countryside, windfarm developments, protection of greenfields, coastal zone
protection – have been identical to those for England. Where differences have
occurred, this has been partly in reflection of the particular nuances of the institu-
tional arrangements in Wales compared to those for England.

One clear policy difference is evident, however, and this seems to have
dominated as the principal strategic policy statement for Wales: planning for
inward investment along major transport arteries – the so-called major growth
areas. This marked out national planning policy in Wales before 1999 compared to
England, and even impacted on environmental protection policies (green belt des-
ignation). Uniquely, however, this policy had its origins in the policy strategy of a
quango – the Welsh Development Agency – rather than a government department
or amalgam of local planning authorities. By integrating the WDA’s spatial strategy
into the government’s national planning policy statement, the Welsh Office created
a distinctive system that was certainly not evident in the English regions (RDAs
were designated in England in April 1999). This policy has also reiterated the per-
ceived importance of a national planning guidance statement in focusing the
spatial planning agendas of local government.

The position of Wales as a sub-national planning area within England and
Wales was recognised in the mid-1990s by the release of separate national plan-
ning policy statements, but the degree to which this separatism created a distinctly
separate approach to planning policy formulation in Wales was not evident; where
it did exist the driving force was a government economic development agency. This
approach has caused the continuation of a nationally consistent approach in plan-
ning policy formulation across England and Wales and its application by govern-
ment departments in their monitoring of local government’s development plans and
planning decisions.

The planning policy formulation process in Wales in the early to mid-1990s
was determined to a significant extent by central government’s Planning Policy
Guidance Notes for England in its quest for national consistency and certainty
across England and Wales. The mid- to latter-1990s witnessed the separation of
national planning guidance for Wales, but this documentation was still determined
to a very large extent by the Planning Policy Guidance Notes for England. National
consistency and certainty across the two countries, therefore, prior to devolution in
1999 was still being achieved.

The national consistency remit enjoyed by central government over these
years largely militated against a sub-national alternative planning policy agenda
promoted by local authorities and might even have been at variance with the locally
formulated plan-led spirit of the Planning and Compensation Act 1991. Even the
distinctive Welsh strategic policy agenda for economic development was directed
by the Welsh Development Agency outside the discretionary powers of local
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authorities. The Welsh Office, by integrating the WDA strategy into its national
policy statement, ensured that the locally led planning agendas conformed to the
national approach. The ability of local planning authorities to provide alternative
planning agendas to those formulated at the national level was, to all intents and
purposes, circumscribed by central government agendas.
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PART 3

Devolution, Distinctiveness and
Planning Policy Development

This third and final part of the book considers how the planning polity is changing
within Britain as a consequence of devolution, the carving out of distinctiveness in
different spatial and geo-political regions, and the establishment of new forms of
planning and policy-making processes. By unleashing the devolution genie from its
bottle, the Blair government has enacted a widespread reform of the planning
polity across Britain that seems almost unimaginable just five years ago. The estab-
lishment of a Scottish Parliament has resulted in a desire for new primary legisla-
tion and policy frameworks that reflect wider planning problems in Scotland. The
National Assembly for Wales possesses policy-making powers and has been able
to achieve a great deal in such a relatively short period of time. Within both coun-
tries, political assemblies are interested in carving out differentiation in their plan-
ning processes compared to that occurring in England.

The fragmentation of national planning policy across Britain as a con-
sequence of devolution leaves fundamental questions about the form, shape and
operation of a national consistency planning policy remit of the UK government. In
particular, questions need to be considered on the future relationship between the
UK government and the devolved national planning policy agendas of Wales and
Scotland, and whether a UK government still possesses a national co-ordinating
mandate over development and planning projects that are of national and regional
significance.

Chapter 10 looks at how devolution in Wales has been progressed since
1999 by considering the form and function of devolution, the planning responsibil-
ities and systems now in place, and the emerging policy agendas that are giving
shape to a Welsh planning system. Chapter 11 considers the form of devolution in
Scotland since 1999 by discussing powers and relationships, the legal and policy
planning system, and the carving out of distinctiveness in policy development. Both
countries appear enthusiastic to implement their own national spatial planning
frameworks, and these are being designed to reach beyond the traditional land use
boundaries of the formal and previous statutory planning systems. Changes are



also earmarked for the local and regional levels within both countries, and we may
well see the development of planning styles very different in each of the three
British countries in future.

Chapter 12 considers how planning, as a function of governance, is now
emerging in the early twenty-first century, what it means, and the expectations
being placed on it from various sources, both within the formal political and admin-
istrative systems of government and also from agencies and institutions outside the
planning process in devising their own spatial policy agendas. Planning now com-
prises several ‘plannings’, formed in a kaleidoscopic way across the governmental
patchwork quilt of British politics and government. Chapter 13, finally, draws some
conclusions from the work presented in the book. This discussion centres on plan-
ning polity relations across various scales of governance, but also considers some
more theoretical and ideological questions concerning government approaches to
the public sector, the relationship between different arms of the state, and the
future regulatory form of a development plan and planning policy process.
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CHAPTER 10

NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY AND DEVOLUTION
IN WALES AFTER 1999

Introduction

As Chapter 4 indicated, the creation of the National Assembly for Wales in May
1999 was part of a series of constitutional reforms in the UK initiated by the
Labour government after 1997. The Assembly, which has been awarded policy-
making powers only, is still in its infancy, and any assessment of the perceived
success of the new forum would be premature. Nevertheless, there are signs
emerging that could give rise to the view that the Assembly will carve out a degree
of distinctiveness in its approach to governance and substantive policy areas com-
pared to that operating in England generally, and to the land use planning system
in particular. This review paper charts the birth of the National Assembly for Wales,
outlines its responsibilities and functions in relation to planning, and assesses what
has happened ‘on the ground’ in its two and a half years of existence. Overall, the
chapter portrays politicians and officials in the new governance framework search-
ing for distinctiveness, inclusiveness and policy ownership; the task is to offer
something different compared both to the system existing previously and to the
ongoing processes of institutional restructuring underway in other parts of the UK.
It situates planning within the crucible of decentralisation and devolution, since
planning has been awarded a central facilitating role within the governance and
restructuring process as part of the Welsh Cabinet’s determination to deliver sus-
tainable development in the twenty-first century.

Following its election to office in 1997, the Labour government set out a
programme of constitutional reform and the devolution of power. Arrangements
were proposed to secure greater accountability in the processes of government,
including proposals for a Scottish Parliament (Scottish Office, 1997) and a
Welsh Assembly (Welsh Office, 1997), a strategic planning authority and mayor
for London, regional government and the establishment of regional development
agencies in England. These specific proposals reflected different pressures from
different parts of the UK political geography and the need to respond quickly to
what would otherwise have remained a political vacuum over the effects of the
‘hollowing out of the state’ which had taken place over the previous 20 years
(Ohmae, 1996). The emergence of the sub-national level has also occurred,
partly by changes outside the UK, including globalisation (Brenner, 1999),



changes in governance (Rhodes, 1997), and to developments within the Euro-
pean Union. Accompanying this restructuring was an enthusiasm for political
change to realise greater democratic accountability throughout the UK (Lloyd
and McCarthy, 2000) and within Wales (Jones and Balsom, 2000; Morgan and
Mungham, 2000).

Outside these political and constitutional changes, reform has also been
ongoing within the land use planning system. Planning, encompassing predomi-
nantly planning control and development plans, has been affected by numerous
changes over the last 20 years. Amongst these have been a continued commodifi-
cation of the planning process as part of a New Right agenda (Thornley, 1991; All-
mendinger and Thomas, 1998), the enhancement of the European dimension of
planning (Williams, 1996), and a regionalisation agenda (Murdoch and Tewdwr-
Jones, 1999; see Chapter 7). Planning at the commencement of the twenty-first
century should now be viewed as a much broader all-encompassing activity, since
it serves a use to co-ordinate policy, cement partnerships, and facilitate much-
needed change (Healey, 1998). This strategic co-ordinating planning role is very
important for the evolving forms of devolved governance within the UK (Vigar et al.,
2000).

In Wales, the National Assembly for Wales is a governmental body that pos-
sesses extensive discretionary powers over policy but no functions in passing
primary legislation. Although the statutory basis of land use will remain
unchanged, planning in this context is actually significant as a strategic enabling
function, since it can inter alia, assist Wales’s position in Europe, identify the
national policy objectives for the Assembly for Wales as a whole, promote co-
operation between different levels of government and agencies, and encourage
the public and communities to possess some ownership or stake in the policy-
and decision-making processes. The town and country planning process will
therefore be at the heart of the devolved assemblies’ abilities to set future policy
for their spatial areas. This will be new territory for the planners and the politi-
cians. It will not only be a case of trying to get some co-ordination and consis-
tency, the Assembly also needs to create distinctive spatial agendas within the
new governance of the UK.

All three demand-generators of political and institutional restructuring –
ownership, inclusiveness and distinctiveness – are potentially at odds with each
other, and will also yield significant changes to the planning process as a partner-
ship process in unique forms of governance. The questions we need to pause to
pose here relate to whether planning has the ability to keep pace with this restruc-
turing process and with the demands on it ‘to deliver’, and with planning’s trans-
formation into a strategic enabling activity within a much broader framework of
governance.
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Constitutional Reform in Wales

The demand for an Assembly for Wales had a chequered history. The calls for
Home Rule for Wales had long emanated from Welsh nationalists, and the then
Labour government of 1978 agreed to hold referenda in Scotland and Wales to
establish the principle of devolution. The result of the devolution referendum in
1979 indicated to particular strength for Home Rule; in fact, only 20 per cent of
the voting Welsh population were in favour of the establishment of a Welsh Parlia-
ment (Osmond, 1994). The call for Welsh devolution returned to the mainstream
political agenda in the 1990s and, as part of the Labour Party’s modernisation pro-
gramme, initially under John Smith and then Tony Blair, arrangements for constitu-
tional reform in the UK formed the bedrock of the new political context
(Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000a). After the May 1997 election when New
Labour won with a landslide majority, proposals were put in train immediately for
devolution referenda for Scotland and Wales.

In Wales, the White Paper, A Voice for Wales, offered the Welsh people an
opportunity for them to have their own democratically elected Assembly within a
strong United Kingdom (Welsh Office, 1997). The proposals differed markedly
from those of the 1979 referendum. The offer here was not to create a Parliament
with legislative powers, but rather an Assembly. The emphasis of the Welsh pro-
posals was similar to that in Scotland (cf. Scottish Office, 1997); namely, initiating
a process to fill a democratic deficit caused, among other things, by the prolifera-
tion of quangos in Wales put into place under the Conservative governments since
1979 (Morgan and Roberts, 1994), the determination of policy in Wales by secre-
taries of state representing English constituencies, and the loss of strategic policy-
making functions – the creation of unitary authorities – through local government
reorganisation in 1996 (Harris and Tewdwr-Jones, 1995). The principal element of
the proposals was the transfer of the duties exercised by the Secretary of State for
Wales to an elected National Assembly for Wales which would additionally take on
the responsibilities for spending the £7 billion Welsh Office budget. The Assembly
would establish policies and standards for public services in Wales, reform and
oversee the work of the unelected public bodies, and implement secondary legisla-
tion only within a legislative framework established by Act of Parliament in West-
minster. The Secretary of State for Wales’s extensive responsibilities, transferred
to the new Assembly in 1999, comprised economic development; agriculture,
forestry, fisheries and food; industry and training; education; arts and culture; the
built heritage; sport and recreation; local government; health and personal social
services; transport and roads; housing; environment; and planning.

The Welsh proposals differ from those of Scotland in three important
respects. First, Wales possesses an Assembly rather than a Parliament and in this
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respect can be more effectively viewed as a policy-making institution rather than a
legislative body. Second, the people of Wales were not offered a chance to deter-
mine whether a Welsh Assembly should have tax-raising powers similar to Scot-
land. Third, the establishment of the Assembly has been accompanied by specific
proposals for a simpler institutional framework, the major element of which has
seen the creation of an economic powerhouse superquango combining the WDA,
the Development Board for Rural Wales (DBRW) and the Land Authority for
Wales (LAW). These three differences with Scotland were deeply contested in
Wales in the run up to the devolution referendum, and could even explain the
closeness in the result of the final vote. Unlike the clear majority ‘yes’ vote north of
the border, the people of Wales were less convinced by the government’s pro-
posals. When the final vote was declared on the morning of 19 September 1997,
the mandate to establish the Assembly cleared with an extremely fine majority of
6,721, with 50.3 per cent in favour and 49.7 per cent against, and a total turnout
vote of over 1.1 million.

Despite the close vote, the referendum paved the way for the government to
press on with the first stage of its constitutional reform programme. The result illus-
trated immense inter-regional differences: the eastern half of Wales bordering
England, and the South and North Wales coastal belts, expressly saying ‘no’
(including the residents of the capital city, Cardiff), and the traditionally Welsh-
speaking western half, together with the strongly Labour-supporting Glamorgan-
shire valleys, saying ‘yes’. At the time there was speculation that these spatial
differences for future all-Wales policy-making (particularly with regard to planning,
economic development and environmental protection) could lead to a great deal of
uncertainty over the effectiveness of the Assembly’s role as a national strategic
policy-making institution after 1999 (Tewdwr-Jones and Lloyd, 1997); this has,
however, proved to be unfounded to date.

Planning and the National Assembly for Wales

The Government of Wales Act 1998 vested the National Assembly for Wales with
a number of functions that impact upon land use planning. These include powers in
relation to:

• Urban and rural regeneration
• Transport infrastructure projects
• Town and country planning policy
• Determination of planning appeals and call-in powers
• Environmental protection
• Conservation of the built and natural heritage
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Uniquely, during the passing of the legislation in Parliament in 1998, the govern-
ment inserted a clause into the bill requiring the Assembly itself to work in the inter-
ests of sustainable development; Wales thus became the only area of the UK with
such an objective legislatively enshrined into its functions. The statutory basis of
planning is divided between the government, the National Assembly and local plan-
ning authorities, although planning is a much broader policy-making function that
can be used to ensure strategic collaboration and partnership between a diverse
number of organisations. In this way, and following the government’s determination
to make the planning system more responsive to businesses and relevant to
communities, the future framework and implementation of town and country plan-
ning will actually be a matter for many governmental and non-governmental agen-
cies.

The National Assembly possesses four broad strategic remits on the future
formulation and implementation of planning policy (Tewdwr-Jones, 1998c):

1 To provide policy and guidance to ensure the planning system operated by
the National Assembly, local planning authorities and other relevant agencies
adheres to the principle of sustainable development.

2 To provide planning policy guidance that is relevant to the unitary authorities
to enable them to implement planning locally, by ensuring best practice in the
activities of local government.

3 To provide planning policy direction on certain issues of national importance
to Wales.

4 To provide strategic policy-making co-ordination in relation to planning
through planning policy promotion and strategic collaboration across various
governmental levels and between agencies of governance, through national
spatial policy co-ordination.

As discussed in Chapter 9, until very recently the planning process in Wales
was marked by its similarity to processes in England. The Welsh Office, respons-
ible for the provision of national planning policy to local authorities and the private
sector, released guidance jointly with the Department of the Environment for
England. This marked a determination on the part of central government to view
planning in the two countries as practically identical. After 1996, however, the
Welsh Office released separately formulated national planning policy guidance,
even if the policy content between English planning and Welsh planning has
remained broadly identical.

The planning framework that presently exists in Wales comprises national
planning policy guidance issued by the Welsh Office within Planning Policy Wales
and the accompanying Technical Advice Notes, regional planning guidance pre-
pared at the sub-national level by consortia of local authorities within Strategic
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Planning Guidance, and local planning policies prepared by local planning author-
ities (the 22 unitary authorities and three national parks) within unitary development
plans. While the National Assembly does not possess the power to amend primary
legislation, members of the Assembly are able to amend secondary legislation and
issue policy notes. This is extremely significant with regard to the planning system
since most of the discretion lies not in law but in policy. The principal statute deter-
mining the operation of the planning system in Wales will remain the Town and
Country Planning Act 1990, as amended by the Planning and Compensation Act
1991. This has been accompanied by the provisions of the Government of Wales
Act 1998 that require the Assembly to work in the interests of sustainable develop-
ment. Accordingly, the potential now exists for the interpretation of the statute to be
considered separately in Wales from that in England, and planning is an obvious
area which has the potential to witness radical changes. It is at the national level of
policy-making, through the release of amended national planning policy and policy
co-ordination, that the whole planning framework in Wales could be amended.

The Assembly in Action: The Search for
Distinctiveness

Once the Assembly was created in May 1999 discussions started to focus on
exactly what the agenda might be for the National Assembly to consider, given that
its overt responsibility was in relation to policy formulation (Osmond, 1998). The
Assembly’s first three-year strategic plan, Made in Wales (NAW, 2000d), estab-
lished that, ‘the immediate task is to demonstrate that the Assembly can deliver
Welsh policies and programmes for the people of Wales’ (cited in Harris, 2000).
Mindful perhaps of the scepticism of the Welsh public towards the need for this
new forum, the Assembly recognised that the Welsh aspect of public policy had to
be strengthened in order to demonstrate (a) the Assembly’s legitimacy, (b) the
Assembly’s powers, and (c) the development of a distinctive Welsh dimension to
policies and programmes. In relation to planning, the National Assembly’s Local
Government, Environment, Planning, Housing and Transport Committee con-
sidered a paper prepared by officials entitled Approach to the Future of Land Use
Planning Policy (NAW, 1999e). It set out what powers the Assembly possessed in
relation to planning, but noted that:

Planning policy for Wales should no longer track DETR [English] priorities

slavishly, nor should it diverge from GB policies unless this is for good reason.

Both the process of developing planning policy, and its content, should be

appropriate to Welsh circumstances.

(NAW, 1999e)
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The reaction from officials, therefore, was one of reluctance to establish a different
or distinctive agenda from the outset without a demonstration for proven need.
Clearly, there was no appetite to provide the newly elected politicians with a blank
piece of paper and talk immediately of ‘change’. If change was going to occur, it
would be a piecemeal approach, and only where required. To inform this debate on
whether there was a need for distinctiveness, the Assembly was awarded a budget
to establish a Welsh Planning Research Programme. An early consultant’s report
to the Assembly on the scope of the Research Programme emphasised the need
to give increasing emphasis to the distinctiveness of planning policy such that it
can respond to the needs of Wales:

The creation of the National Assembly for Wales provides a new political

context and places an emphasis on the delivery of planning policy that is

distinctive and directly relevant to Wales.

(DTZ Pieda, 2000)

The report calls for the Research Programme to avoid duplicating work commis-
sioned by the DETR in England, and pins down planning to three central themes:
sustainable development, rural planning, and spatial planning. The report does not,
however, set out a policy agenda, although attention is focused on particular cir-
cumstances to Wales that could give rise to the need to consider distinctive policy
approaches. These comprise six issues:

• the Welsh language;
• the oft-conflicting goals of environmental protection and economic growth;
• the lack of a strong regional level of government in Wales and the existence

of unitary authorities;
• the legacy of industrial decline;
• the changes within Welsh agriculture;
• regional economic disparities within Wales.

These issues are not necessarily unique to Wales, of course, but consultees to the
report highlighted these issues as pressing within a Welsh context. Harris (2000)
suggests that since these characteristics can be found in other parts of the UK,
‘Even in combination, these do not only define Wales or what it is to be Welsh.’
But this is a rather simplistic generalisation since the impacts of these issues have
varying effects at different spatial scales. What has been required urgently,
however, is the establishment of policies to address economic development,
housing and transportation issues, in addition to a new context for European issues
to be considered within Wales. These requirements have developed from external
pressure for the most part, or perhaps have generated a need to respond to issues
developed outside Wales.
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The Development of Welsh National Planning
Policy

Green belt designation is just one example of a national planning policy issue that
the Assembly members may wish to consider addressing further (Tewdwr-Jones,
1997a). But there are a number of other development issues that will need to be
addressed at the all-Wales level; these include the siting of new regional airport,
prisons, hospitals, major manufacturing plant, barrage developments, sport and
recreational facilities, and the routing of new roads and railways. Many of these
developments are currently addressed through lengthy and costly public inquiries.
The government has indicated that it wishes to see these types of development
considered through national, regional and local planning policy mechanisms in the
future (DETR, 1998c). In England, for example, the Department for Transport, Local
Government and the Regions intends to release a series of National Infrastructure
Policy Statements on these topics. This is intended primarily to stop the English
regions from entering into competition and wasteful bidding exercises for the same
development. How does Wales wish to address major developments of national
significance? It is certainly the case at the present time that the decisions lack a
framework.

This is an area that all agencies, especially those with an economic develop-
ment remit, need to consider further. In its monitoring of other agencies in Wales,
the Assembly is adopting strategic and sustainable objectives in overseeing loca-
tional and investment decisions. Aside from the question of whether the future loca-
tion of inward investment projects, for example, should be debated publicly, there
exists the more general issue of what national policy direction Wales should head
for. Until now that direction has been one of economic development, with the Welsh
Office’s policies and Welsh Development Agency’s (WDA) objectives in some con-
formity to enable ‘Team Wales’ (the partnership approach) to deliver on economic
growth. But with a new sustainable development remit, the Assembly will need to
review national planning policies more prominently. The economic agenda in Wales,
underlined by the creation of an enlarged WDA simultaneous to the creation of the
democratic chamber, suggests a need to continue the momentum built-up over the
last 20 years. It is for the National Assembly to consider how its national sustainable
development objective can achieve a balance in policy aims and syntax while
enabling the WDA and other relevant economic development partners to compete
economically. But it will also be a requirement for these agencies themselves to
consider how to (a) ensure economic development and planning policies are com-
patible and (b) foster strategic working across and between agencies.

What is clear in this period of transition is the need for a stronger form of
national planning policy. This will be essential, not only to develop a Welsh-
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orientated planning policy system but also to be more transparent in meeting sus-
tainable development objectives. Such a framework will also be desirable to ensure
that a co-ordinating mechanism is set in place within which a range of organisa-
tions can develop compatible policies. The formulation of the National Develop-
ment Plan for Wales recently to co-ordinate the bid to the European Commission
for Objective 1 status indicates that moves towards this process are already being
made (Wales European Task Force, 1999); one of the additional purposes of a
stronger form of national all-Wales planning policy has been to promote Wales’s
interests in Europe and, indeed, the global economy (Tewdwr-Jones, 1998c).

An all-Wales national spatial development framework would be helpful in
placing Wales on a European agenda. At the present time, Planning Policy Wales
contains very few references to the European Union or the Structural Funds, even
though their importance in developing the Welsh economy is beyond question.
Scotland and the English regions are about to amend their planning policies to
highlight more explicitly the European dimension. In future, they will highlight the
areas of the country designated to receive EU funding through a range of Commis-
sion measures, to ensure that planning policies are then developed that co-
ordinate physical land use and the resources and finances available for investment.
Such a change is bound to benefit the Regional Development Agencies and
Locate in Scotland in providing a competitive edge over Wales through a co-
ordinated one-stop-shop policy mechanism.

In early 2000, the Assembly’s Environment and Planning Minister decided
that Wales should possess its own ‘National Spatial Planning Framework’ and initi-
ated feasibility studies. During 2000 and 2001, work proceeded on addressing
the methodological requirements of establishing such a framework (Cardiff
University/ECOTEC, 2001). The new framework, called Wales Spatial Plan: Path-
ways to Sustainable Development, has to be in place by 2003. A consultation pre-
draft was released in September 2001 and addresses issues relating to
sustainable development, social disadvantage, and equality of opportunity, and has
been prepared in partnership with business, local authorities, and the voluntary
sector (NAW, 2001). The intention here is to co-ordinate the various spatial strat-
egies and plans of disparate agencies and funding programmes, including the Sus-
tainable Development Scheme, the Objective 1 Single Programming Document,
the Transport Framework, and the Rural Development Plan. It aims to provide
assistance for the planning policy but is also intended to provide regional and stra-
tegic direction, and link to European measures and initiatives such as the European
Spatial Development Perspective.

The plan deliberately extends beyond the traditional land use only parameters
of statutory planning, and the list of possible plan issues included within the
September 2001 pre-draft indicate this wider remit (see Table 10.1).
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Consultation on this initial draft closed in mid-December 2001 and a final
version is intended to be issued by December 2002. Simultaneous to the develop-
ment of the Wales Spatial Plan, the Assembly has also been preparing a revision to
its Planning Policy Wales (the original was first published as Planning Guidance
Wales in 1996 and revised under its new title in 1999 and 2002; Welsh Office,
1999). The revised document is scheduled for release in 2002 and, in the autumn
of 2001 Sue Essex, the Minister responsible for planning within the Assembly,
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Table 10.1 Possible issues for the Wales Spatial Plan

• identifying distinctive features and characteristics of Wales and the forces of
change that may impact upon them;

• identifying the spatial effects of relevant land use and non-land use issues;
• looking at how to secure sustainable growth while protecting and enhancing the

environment;
• promoting spatial balance appropriate to the different regions and areas within

Wales;
• addressing the spatial consequences of globalisation;
• identifying broad measures of provision required for economic and housing

development to support economic well-being and successful communities;
• identifying strategic areas of opportunity such as gateway locations, strategic

sites, clusters of linked activities and centres of academic and specialist technical
excellence;

• identifying factors which support balanced development, including
telecommunications, energy and water supplies and inhibiting factors such as
land form, land stability and flood risk;

• addressing distinct urban and rural issues and their interface, including
regeneration, making best use of existing settlements to accommodate growth,
securing viable and diverse rural economies and market towns;

• providing a framework for the designation of green belts in pressured areas;
• identifying how to make the best use of existing transport systems, identifying

necessary and sustainable improvements for long distance links, the removal of
bottlenecks, improved gateways, and accessibility;

• supporting local distinctiveness and cultural identities in Wales, including the well-
being of the Welsh language;

• supporting the protection of statutorily designated areas, the countryside,
landscapes, the historic environment, natural habitats, the undeveloped coast, and
the best and most versatile agricultural land;

• safeguarding non-renewable resources, such as minerals, against alternative and
inappropriate forms of development, and ensuring their prudent and efficient use;

• considering the implications of climate change;
• taking account of cross-border linkages and relationships to adjacent areas of

England, to Ireland, and internationally.

Source: NAW (2001), figure 5



stated that in future policy revisions would be released through Supplementary
Policy Statements rather than being issued as a complete document revision.
Another document, Minerals Planning Policy Wales, was released in December
2000 (NAW, 2000c).

The Assembly has also made its presence felt in relation to at least three key
policy areas that planning intervenes in or co-ordinates: housing, economic devel-
opment, and transport.

Housing has been one policy area that has been tackled relatively early in the
life of the Assembly. Within a few months of being established, the Assembly pub-
lished A Framework for a National Housing Strategy for Wales (NAW, 1999a),
which considered the broad issues that need to be taken into account in develop-
ing a strategic approach to housing. Although the document contained a great
deal of non-planning issues (such as effective management of the housing stock
and social housing provision), there will be a knock-on impact on the planning
system, including meeting housing growth expectations and in developing partner-
ships between various tiers of government and institutions. Once again we see an
emphasis placed on generating effective procedures and strategies to formulate
and implement housing policies within the new governance of Wales (see Smith et
al., 2000, for a comprehensive overview of agendas and possibilities in relation to
housing). Given that a central theme of the Assembly’s objective is to be inclusive,
it will be interesting to see whether planning will be used at the community level to
foster enhanced forms of participatory and consultative processes in line with the
requirement for local authorities to produce community strategies under the Local
Government Act 2000. With pressing housing problems in rural areas in particular
requiring attention, such as the need for affordable housing provision and – pos-
sibly – second home controls (see Gallent and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000b), questions
will emerge over the appropriateness of the planning system to provide wider
social and cultural objectives. Although there remain limitations as to the legal
nature of statutory land use planning (which can only be amended by legislature
passed at Westminster), the policy element to planning for housing could change
significantly. In November 2000 the Assembly produced the consultation paper
Better Homes for People in Wales (NAW, 2000b) which contains proposals for
the national housing strategy.

With proposals to enhance the Welsh Development Agency established
alongside the creation of the National Assembly for Wales, it was no surprise that
economic development would be one of the first policy areas addressed by the
Assembly’s politicians. The Assembly published a National Economic Develop-
ment Strategy for Wales in 1999 (NAW, 1999b). This has been accompanied by
the issuing of A Sustainable Wales (NAW, 2000a) document and, more specifi-
cally for rural areas, the Rural Development Plan for Wales (NAW, 1999c).
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In transportation too, the Assembly has prepared a report, The Transport
Legacy in Wales (NAW, 1999d), which is intended to consider the enhancement
of public transport on the one hand and develop an integrated approach on the
other. One of the first tasks the Assembly set itself was to develop more effective
transportation links between the north and south of the country. The main strategic
transport corridors currently run east to west, with the London to South Wales
railway and M4 motorway in the south, the London–North Wales railway and A55
highway in the north, and the London–Aberystwyth railway in Mid-Wales. Wales
also possesses three distinct privatised rail franchises which have also lacked co-
ordination: Wales and the West, covering South Wales; the South Wales Valleys;
and the North West, covering North Wales. The lack of effective north–south links
has been a product of geographical constraints and political and industrial devel-
opment decisions stemming from the nineteenth century. With the Assembly build-
ing located in Cardiff in the south, politicians have also expressed concern over the
difficulty of North Wales and Mid-Wales Assembly members physically accessing
the Chamber. It is not unusual, for example, for the journey from Holyhead to
Cardiff by rail to take in excess of four hours, and to do so travellers have to travel
via England and change trains once or twice en route. North–south links are likely
to be selected for investment, upgrading and improvement in the next ten years.
One concomitant affect of the review of the privatised rail franchises undertaken by
the UK government in 2000 has been to reduce the number in Wales from three to
one, covering the whole of Wales and the Borders. The Assembly is hoping that
this will lead to the introduction of through services between North Wales and
South Wales in the next two years.

On the whole, it is possible to identify a great deal of action on the part of the
National Assembly in developing new policies and new policy frameworks at the
national level over the last two and a half years. In the new world of openness and
inclusiveness, the Assembly has prepared a number of national strategies and frame-
works for public consultation with the intention of delivering a system of governance
to meet the needs of Wales in a new political context. Aside from individual strategies
for economic development, rural areas, housing and transport, the Assembly is also
feeling its way to establish a new sustainable development co-ordinating tool, a
national spatial planning framework – partly to address compatibility and integration
issues, but partly to enable a Welsh voice to emerge internationally.

Conclusions

The driving force for constitutional reform in Wales has rested on the issue of
enhancing the accountability of government to society and generating inclusive-
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ness. This will be achieved by the setting up of new arrangements for representat-
ive democracy, and debate over the form and uniqueness of Welsh domestic pol-
icies in the National Assembly itself. Constitutional reform will have the effect of
facilitating the democratic expression of different interest groups, while raising
expectations across their respective constituencies. This will arise from the enthusi-
asm and momentum achieved by a National Assembly and is already evident in its
first 18 months of operation. The devolution of responsibility within Wales will
inevitably trigger different vested interests which may be territorial, sectional or
sectoral in character, and many of these interests have been building up for some
time under the centralised arrangements of the 1980s and 1990s. Such an out-
pouring of claim and attention seeking – legitimate or otherwise – will inevitably
cause difficulties and pressures for the Assembly members. It will certainly bring
about the danger of having to avoid increasing expectations on policy delivery, and
the establishment of distinctiveness and differentiation in a changed political
context.

This position is already a familiar problem to those involved in the operation of
planning. Evidence suggests that when heightened expectations on the part of
central and local government, developers, interest groups, and the public fail, there
occurs a not unsurprising loss of faith in planning’s ability to manage land use and
development in the wider social interest (Mazza, 1995). The involvement and inter-
est of a number of pressure groups and representative organisations is becoming
more widespread in the planning system. The escalation of such narrow single-
interest activity creates pressures on existing and newly emerging institutions that,
if unprepared or not sufficiently strong, can have significant consequences for the
very process of government itself (Rausch, 1995).

This raises questions about the abilities and trajectory of the National Assem-
bly for Wales itself, but also of the planning system – the latter having already
undergone a significant change in its scope and mode of operation as a con-
sequence of ideological changes to the structures, financing and status of local
government over the last 20 years or so (Thornley, 1991). Planning is now a frag-
mented activity, shared across various governance institutions and agencies both
vertically and horizontally. While this may have been inevitable, it has also meant
divergent views on the future of the planning system, including its scope and role
in governance in the years ahead (Tewdwr-Jones, 1999c). The National Assembly
for Wales has the ability to realise a more consistent and co-ordinated approach to
planning in Wales in the future, involving the co-ordination and integration of gov-
ernmental and non-governmental public sector interests and in generating discus-
sion of carving out distinctiveness and differentiation in Wales. Such
distinctiveness and inclusiveness could lead to more effective all-Wales planning
policy agendas, that are distinct from those in England and Scotland on the one
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hand and potentially more opportunistic for a significant role in Europe on the
other. With tensions continuing to increase within the ageing and, to some extent,
outdated British planning process, the carving out of distinctiveness and differenti-
ation in the planning systems in different parts of the UK will, in all likelihood, be a
tortuous process.
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CHAPTER 11

DEVOLUTION AND PLANNING POLICY DEVELOPMENT
IN SCOTLAND AFTER 1999

Introduction

The expectation of Home Rule for Scotland was well establishment by the time the
people of Scotland voted for a Scottish Parliament in September 1997. The per-
ceived cultural, industrial, historical and economic distinctive of Scotland within the
UK had already been defined. Legal and juridical systems were already separate
from those of England and Wales by the time serious constitutional discussions
pushing for the creation of a Scottish Parliament emerged in the late 1980s. The
establishment of Scotland’s Parliament in May 1999 signalled the promise of a
more democratically legitimate governance north of the border. Planning had sepa-
rated from the English and Welsh system both legally and in policy format prior to
the Parliament being setting up, as was discussed in Chapter 5.

Over the last two years discussions have been underway as to whether the
planning system can be made even more distinctive and what issues require
addressing at a national (that is, all-Scotland level). A degree of optimism exists in
Scotland about the future of planning, including determining what similar planning
processes should remain in place compared to those south of the border, and
what contextual factors need to be considered for planning’s future relating to the
changing nature of the state, the broadening out of governance, and the emer-
gence of European spatial policy-making. This chapter outlines the current form of
planning in Scotland, the impact the Scottish Parliament may have over planning,
and what initiatives are currently underway to make the planning system more dis-
tinctive and inclusive in twenty-first century Scotland.

Constitutional Reform in Scotland

The creation of the Scottish Parliament in May 1999 was the culmination of a 20-
year campaign for Home Rule, that had a varied path socially, economically and
politically (Mitchell, 1996; MacLean, 1999). The passing of the Scotland Act 1998
allowed for a parliament to be created that would have responsibility for all matters,
the only exceptions being those defined as reserved matters that would remain the
responsibility of the Westminster Parliament. Scotland’s Parliament would have
responsibility for education, local government, health, law and home affairs,



economic development, the environment (including planning), sport, and the arts.
Reserved powers at Westminster would comprise responsibility for defence,
foreign affairs, social security, immigration and central economic policies
(McCarthy and Newlands, 1999). The setting up of the Scottish Parliament
democratises the Scottish Office (Lloyd and McCarthy, 2000), whose functions
are now transferred to a ‘Scottish Executive’, while the Parliament itself (unlike the
establishment of the National Assembly for Wales) would have both legal and
policy-making abilities, in addition to reserve tax-raising powers.

Planning and the Scottish Parliament

Prior to the establishment of the Scottish Parliament, Scotland already possessed
a degree of distinctiveness, with separate legal arrangements, separate legislation,
and policy documents, albeit all passed or released by the Westminster Parlia-
ment. In relation to planning, Scotland had possessed a uniqueness compared to
the remainder of the UK, with regional government, regeneration policies under-
taken by the Scottish Development Agency, the distinctive National Planning
Guidelines, and regional reports (Wannop, 1980). However, many of these fea-
tures were removed or watered down in the 1980s and 1990s as a consequence
of a New Right legacy, intent on commodifying planning across the UK and creat-
ing certainty for developers on a national scale (Allmendinger and Thomas, 1998).
As a consequence, the planning system in Scotland was not as distinctive as it had
once been, leading Allmendinger (2001b, 2001c) to contend that Scotland has
not actually been that distinctive from the rest of the UK in planning, despite both
strong and weak claims to the contrary (Lyddon, 1980; Hague, 1990; cf. Hayton,
1996; Rowan-Robinson, 1997). Allmendinger (2001c: 51) notes that, ‘Scottish
planning is now much closer to its English counterpart than at any time.’ Scotland,
like England, now possesses a development plan system comprising structure
plans and local plans; a development control system; national planning policy
guidelines, deemed successful in offering an all-Scotland perspective on the future
development and protection of the country (Land Use Consultants, 1999), but
which are similar in form and scope to their English and Welsh counterparts
(Hayton, 1996); and public consultation and a public service ethic within the plan-
ning process. In essence, statutory land use planning in Scotland is not that differ-
ent to that in the remainder of the UK.

Land use planning is one of the legislative powers now devolved to the Scot-
tish Executive, becoming the responsibility of the Environment and Transport Minis-
ter in July 1999. Following the election of the Blair government at Westminster, but
prior to the creation of the Scottish Parliament, attention had focused on the future
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form and function of planning. At a planning conference in Edinburgh in February
1998, the then Minister for Planning, Calum MacDonald, announced that he
wanted to ‘help prepare the ground’ for the Scottish Parliament by addressing a
number of issues relating to the structure, policy and process of the planning
system, intending to modernise it, and that he would consult with interested parties
on these issues (Scottish Office, 1999). Consultations occurred with a number of
organisations, including the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities, the Scottish
Society of Directors of Planning and the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) in
Scotland, and a consultation paper was released in spring 1999 reflecting the dis-
cussion. This related to the statutory basis of planning in Scotland (the land use
dimension), concerning development planning, planning control, and the planning
service, and considered the opportunities for ‘improving the effectiveness of plan-
ning within a more democratic, inclusive and accountable policy environment’
(Lloyd and McCarthy, 2000: 254). This, after all, was the very purpose of establish-
ing the Scottish Parliament, similar to the constitutional and devolution proposals
for Wales and London (see Tewdwr-Jones, 1998c; Hebbert, 1999; Boyack,
1999).

Since the Scottish Parliament was elected aspects of planning have been
considered, but these relate to the context of planning more than its content or
purpose. Among the initiatives announced to date have been proposals for land
reform and ‘community planning’ (Lloyd and Illsley, 1999; Lloyd and McCarthy,
2000). Nevertheless, and parallel to the contextual issues, there has been a vocal
debate in Scotland on the future trajectory and style of planning north of the
border, including calls for the establishment of a national physical plan (Hayton,
1997), enhanced regional planning (Tewdwr-Jones and Lloyd, 1997; Lloyd, 1999)
and a stronger national framework for spatial planning (Goodstadt and U’ren,
1999). At a more abstract level, with a much broader definition of planning than its
statutory core suggested within the Scottish Office’s (1999) consultation paper,
attempts are currently being made to consider the wider issues that planning either
has a stake in or is affected by, and these relate to social, economic and environ-
mental objectives. Essentially, these attempts are to broaden planning beyond its
statutory land use core.

Over the last two years the development of government initiatives to mod-
ernise the planning system has been mirrored by an initiative led by the RTPI in
Scotland to produce a ‘National Spatial Planning Framework for Scotland’. The
main ethos behind the Scottish Executive proposals for the future of planning and
the RTPI’s spatial planning framework has been (a) widening the scope of planning
beyond its present narrow statutory definition, and (b) reconceptualising planning
into a strategic co-ordinating activity involving a number of institutions and actors.
The process of producing a modern planning system within a much broader spatial
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planning framework has occurred through a partnership of a number of interested
agencies, although the method and approach chosen for the initiative has been –
at the present time – unique to Scottish governance and Scottish planning.

This chapter considers how Scottish planning is developing in post-
devolution Scotland. It considers two parallel developments: (1) short-term
improvements to the effectiveness of planning, which are initiatives underway
simultaneously in England and Wales and relate to planning’s statutory core, and
(2) the pressures and expectations within Scotland for the medium- to long-term
carving out of distinctiveness and inclusiveness in the planning system compared
either to the previous arrangements or else to the planning systems operating in
England or Wales. The principal issues discussed here relate to the need to ‘grasp
the thistle’ (Tewdwr-Jones, 2001b) and search for and define distinctiveness in
planning. This includes not only assessment of what would be politically and pro-
fessionally acceptable as distinctiveness, but also the pressures existing external
and internal to Scotland on the need for distinctiveness and differentiation within
planning. Furthermore, part of the distinctiveness agenda is bound up with the
move from government to governance, and the development of strategic policy
entrepreneurship involving a range of governmental, public, private and voluntary
actors, all of whom now possess some stake in planning. This invariably modifies
the procedural basis of planning as a policy-making and decision-making tool, but
also broadens what we mean when we refer to ‘planning’. The key questions we
therefore need to consider are: does the creation of policy and agency co-ordina-
tion, new participatory processes, and differentiation in policy-making procedures,
amount to ‘distinctiveness’ in planning, or is a more radical agenda required?
These questions are addressed in the remainder of the chapter.

Improving the Effectiveness of Scottish Planning

A key priority of the Blair government since its election in May 1997 has been to
‘modernise’ the planning system so that it enables planning to contribute positively
to the challenges of social and economic change and secures the delivery of sus-
tainable development (DETR, 1998a; Tewdwr-Jones, 1998a; Allmendinger and
Tewdwr-Jones, 2000a). As part of its modernising and open process towards plan-
ning, the Scottish Office established the ‘Planning Audit Unit’ to examine how local
authorities’ management of the planning control process could be enhanced with a
view to achieving speedier planning decisions, an issue which ministers from both
this government and the previous Conservative administration have been preoccu-
pied with over the last ten years (Tewdwr-Jones and Harris, 1998). Furthermore,
Scotland has also pursued a substantial ongoing programme of reform of planning
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procedures, similar to the form of review currently underway in England and Wales,
with particular attention being given to the work of the Scottish Office Inquiry
Reporters Unit (relating to planning appeal procedures and decisions) and ensur-
ing that the planning service, like other local authority services, responds to the
challenge of the government’s ‘Best Value’ initiative.

The European dimension of planning was also another issue that the govern-
ment, both north and south of the border, wanted to enhance further in relation to
identifying the European ‘root’ of policies and in the development of the European
Spatial Development Perspective (Faludi, 2000; R.H. Williams, 2000; Tewdwr-
Jones, 2001a). EC Directives and regulations have already had a significant impact
on planning at all levels of government in the UK through, for example, the introduc-
tion of environmental assessment procedures in planning decision-making in addi-
tion to other environmental regulations relating to sites of wildlife, birds and natural
habitats (Tewdwr-Jones and Williams, 2001). Within the context of the UK’s mem-
bership of the EU, the Scottish Executive and the Scottish Parliament will be able
to scrutinise European legislation and consider how it will be transposed into
domestic legislation. A recent DTLR research report on the impact of the EU on
the UK planning system concluded that the Scottish national planning policy docu-
ments ‘provide the most comprehensive information on EU policies of “special
importance” to the planning system’ (DETR, 1998h). Scotland was already ahead
of both the English and Welsh planning policy documents in identifying a European
dimension to national planning policies (Tewdwr-Jones et al., 2000), and this has
proved to be a useful basis upon which to explore an enhanced European compo-
nent of Scottish planning policy (Scottish Office, 1999).

Another European matter that is influencing the form of planning in Scotland
is the European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP), which aims to provide a
shared vision for the future pattern of development in the European Community. As
a perspective rather than prescription, it is intended as an intergovernmental initi-
ative, based on contributions from ministers from the Member States and the Com-
mission. The ESDP provides a framework for co-operation on planning issues and,
while these will be essentially taken forward through dialogue and debate, it is too
early to say how these matters will emerge in practice; suffice to say that we are
entering a new phase of European planning landscape (Tewdwr-Jones, 2001a).

THE FUTURE OF THE SCOTTISH PLANNING SYSTEM

The Scottish Office’s consultation paper of January 1999 stated that the proce-
dures of the Scottish Parliament and the working arrangements between the
Scottish Executive and local government and other government agencies in Scot-
land would be ‘essential in the development of a distinctly Scottish spatial
planning framework’ (Scottish Office, 1999). The Scottish Office has given some
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consideration to the trajectory of planning post-devolution, but the tone of subjects
discussed seems to have been made with safety in mind, focusing on the form and
structures of the present planning system and not straying into the realms of radic-
ally different proposals. This is not necessarily a criticism of a lack of initiative on
the Scottish Office’s part; in the context of the edict, ‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’,
planning in Scotland does enjoy a relatively stable existence. The broad assump-
tions made by the Scottish Office about the way in which the planning system
might evolve under a Scottish Parliament were discussed in the results of the
1999 consultation document. It was concluded by the Scottish Executive that:

• there should be no substantial shift in responsibility between the national and
local levels; so allowing planning to remain fundamentally a local authority
activity;

• there should be better co-ordination of the work of the public and private
sectors through the partnership approach;

• the area of planning in which the Scottish Executive and Scottish Parliament
is likely to have greatest interest is the strategic policy level;

• any changes to planning should be consistent with ensuring a fair, open and
participatory planning process, which offers the highest standards of
integrity, probity, quality, service and Best Value for users of the system and
local taxpayers.

The consensus for the future of planning in Scotland was essentially retention
of the existing processes, but with more attention focused on improving efficiency,
working arrangements, and local authority commitment and performance. Never-
theless, the Executive did consider a number of options for the future structure and
operation of the planning system that were rather more innovative than mere pro-
cedural improvements. These amounted to considering two key issues:

• the scope of planning (broadening the definition of planning from its land use
core);

• the interface between planning at the national and strategic levels and
between planning and other activities supported by public sector agencies,
and by the voluntary and private sectors (the possibility of a national spatial
plan for Scotland and whether regional planning would be appropriate,
together with the need for inclusiveness in policy-making).

Each of these issues was subject to consultation by the Scottish Office prior to the
establishment of the Scottish Parliament and, following responses received from a
wide range of bodies in Scotland with some stake in planning, the Scottish Execu-
tive in December 1999 provided their decisions in relation to them. Each issue is
important to consider here briefly, since these provide clues as to whether Scottish
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planning is going to become more distinctive or retain similarities to planning in
England and Wales. This was how the Executive responded.

THE SCOPE OF PLANNING

The Scottish Executive took the view that the planning system in Scotland should
be centred upon the statutory land use core of development plans and develop-
ment control. This system, that has its roots in the 1940s, has been partly success-
ful over the last 50 years when government at central and local levels have given it
full backing (Vigar et al., 2000; Jones, 1996). Planning must take into account the
need to promote sustainable development, and the full range of economic, social
and environmental considerations, in formulating planning policies for each local
area. The focus on land use systems, rather than economic, social and environ-
mental needs per se, has served the UK well, in order to provide an effective frame-
work for local planning decision-making and to determine the location of new
developments and priorities in land use change, urban redevelopment and environ-
mental protection.

Even though the Scottish Executive has embraced community planning to
attempt to co-ordinate disparate local agencies involved in community develop-
ment and community needs, this response was not quite along the lines of what
planning means in a European context. This is true in respect of other European
countries, planning systems, and with the European Spatial Development
Perspective, which tends to look beyond mere land use considerations if planning
is going to be something effective in promoting new development patterns, achiev-
ing economic growth, and securing sustainable development in the twenty-first
century. There are, I dare say, certain opinions in government that suggest that
there is actually no difference between statutory land use planning and spatial
planning, but in reality the distinction is quite evident. It all depends on whether one
believes in a narrow scope or broader scope for planning.

THE INTERFACE BETWEEN NATIONAL AND STRATEGIC PLANNING

The consensus of the Scottish Executive following its consultation document was
that the present form of national planning policy guidelines (NPPGs), issued by its
own planning department, would be usefully retained in order to support the
preparation of structure and local plans. The idea about developing a national plan
was viewed by consultees as ‘unduly centralist and excessively rigid’, although the
Executive acknowledged that guidance produced by the Scottish Parliament and
Executive, ‘bringing together the various NPPGs and incorporating spatial issues
more explicitly, might be attractive’ (Scottish Office, 1999). So the introduction of a
modified form of national planning policy, not as a fixed national blueprint docu-
ment but as an overarching framework, was raised as a possibility. Such a
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document could inform future development in Scotland, provide some degree of
consistency in the pursuit of sustainable development, and ‘could be a vehicle for
high level co-ordination of the objectives of the major agencies as they relate to
development and land use’ (ibid.).

The government considered that there was a case for revisiting the role of a
complete national mosaic of structure plans; if the detail and locational specificity
of national planning policy would change in future there would be less need for
some structure plans and these could be replaced by unitary development plans at
the level of individual local authorities.

For the most part, the Scottish Executive’s review of planning in Scotland
was similar to concerns raised and announced for modernising statutory land use
planning in both Wales and the English regions (DETR, 1998c). The difference
between the proposals in the three countries lies in the fact that there is a possibil-
ity that they will develop differently at different speeds, with differing priorities. This
will enable some element of distinctiveness to be carved out in each of the coun-
tries. It seems that no one in Scotland is arguing for a radically different form of
statutory planning from that existing at the present time. The case for distinctive-
ness or radical difference promoted by the planning profession itself, therefore,
does not appear to be justified. It is interesting that the Scottish Office decided to
press ahead with its review of planning, including addressing the scope of plan-
ning and the need for distinctiveness prior to the politicians within the Scottish Par-
liament considering the matter for themselves (or even being elected). Despite the
fact that the question of change towards planning in Scotland was decided upon
rather conservatively, some more radical proposals were nevertheless considered
by the Scottish Executive in 1999, including broadening the scope of planning and
the desirability of a national spatial plan. The Executive announced that broadening
planning would not be desirable, but no firm proposals on the national spatial plan-
ning were taken forward in December 1999. With this in mind, the Royal Town
Planning Institute in Scotland decided to take the initiative and press ahead with
proposals to consider the feasibility of a national spatial planning framework for
Scotland, while keeping the Scottish Executive informed of the initiative.

Distinctiveness in Scottish National Planning
Policy

The key questions in relation to assessing the search for distinctiveness in planning
in Scotland relate to the actual, as opposed to perceived, form planning will take
under a Scottish Parliament, and its trajectory in the next few years. In particular,
we need to consider how distinctive Scottish Planning is at the moment, and to
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what extent the government’s proposals for improving or modernising the planning
system actually make for a distinctive or different system. The key word here is ‘dis-
tinctive’. By distinctive, are we referring to the fact that processes and systems are
now formalised through democratic mandate by a legislature (and therefore might
be identical to the situation in place prior to the creation of that legislature), or do
we mean that processes and systems have become or are becoming different to
that previously existing (under similar arrangements across countries)? This distinc-
tion – between the creation of new and different processes and the democratisa-
tion and transparency of existing processes – is an important issue in determining
whether or not a substantially different set of proposals are likely to emerge and
characterise Scottish planning in the next few years.

Allmendinger (2001c) has suggested that the scope for distinctiveness in the
Scottish planning system is limited, highlighting the influence of New Labour as the
principal political determinant of policy agendas in government both north and
south of the borders and the limited opportunities under devolution to enact differ-
ent processes, all of which might act as constraints to distinctiveness. Naturally,
this is a far more pessimistic scenario than that adopted by other commentators
over the last few years, all of whom are either actively involved in Scottish planning
or have discussed the merits of devolution in relation to planning throughout the
UK (see, for example, Tewdwr-Jones and Lloyd, 1997; Lloyd and Illsley, 1999;
Lloyd and McCarthy, 2000). Clearly, there are forces acting both in favour of and
against difference and distinctiveness in the Scottish planning system. Some of
these forces relate to the recent development of policy under the Scottish Office
and the Scottish Executive (Scottish Office, 1999), and the lack of time passing to
make either sound judgements on the degree of difference or statements as to the
reasons why distinctiveness has yet to emerge in a tangible form. Two years is a
relatively short time in which the Scottish Executive should be judged on distinc-
tiveness, and a more appropriate time should be one parliamentary term.

Perhaps the reason for Allmendinger’s (2001c) pessimism towards the ability
to carve out distinctiveness in planning relates to an inability to identify the degree
to which Scotland in the years ahead will want to seize the initiative over Scottish
spatial planning. Will Scotland be innovative at developing more distinctiveness in
planning, and will Scotland be more opportunistic in taking changes currently
occurring outside planning and tying them to ongoing changing governance within
the country? Only time will tell, but there will be scope for argumentation by ana-
lysts in the years ahead on what exactly ‘distinctive’ and ‘inclusive’ mean; the signs
are that some elements in Scotland will drive forward this new agenda. Comment-
ators will be far more effective at drawing conclusions if they turn their attention
towards identifying where the impetus for distinctiveness in planning is starting to
come from.
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Allmendinger (2001b, 2001c) has identified the asymmetrical nature of UK
devolution, which allows different parts of the UK to evolve at their own pace but at
the same time create pressure on other regions to ‘catch up’ with other more
‘advanced’ areas. In some devolved regions there is already some questioning over
the degree to which certain regions are being seen to fall behind in carving out dis-
tinctiveness, with the use of competitive discourse in constitutional reform pro-
posals (Tewdwr-Jones, 1999c). In Wales, for example, as was discussed in
Chapter 10, the proposal to establish the National Assembly for Wales was
couched in economic development terms, in the light of constitutional and political
changes simultaneously occurring in both Scotland and the English regions
(Tewdwr-Jones and Phelps, 2000). The government’s White Paper for Welsh
devolution made clear the case that Wales ‘cannot afford to stand still’ (Welsh
Office, 1997: 11). Similarly, the proposals to establish Regional Development
Agencies in England were set in the context of the need for the English regions to
match the most successful features of regional economic development promotion
in both Scotland and Wales (HM Government, 1997). As a result, the impact of
institutional restructuring within different parts of the UK might actually promote an
enhanced use of the planning system for promotional and competitive purposes
between the agencies of governance within each country, and lead to demands for
action to be taken rapidly to carve out distinctiveness. The impetus here might
relate to either Scotland’s voice within Europe, or Scotland’s ability to attract
inward investment on the global stage, and the ‘assist role’ the planning system
could perform as a facilitating and marketing mechanism. In planning terms, Scot-
land is already viewed as being at the forefront of change; might Scotland use its
unique position in relation to political devolution in the UK to advance itself interna-
tionally, within the context of European spatial planning?

The government has always believed that the planning system must be fit for
purpose, to play its part in contributing to wider governmental objectives, espe-
cially in the promotion of the principles of sustainable development. The planning
system can assist by:

• co-ordinating land use and transport;
• providing for economic development;
• assisting policies for social inclusion;
• safeguarding and enhancing the quality of cities, towns and countryside and

the natural and historic environment.

The Scottish Executive believe that the planning system can make a more
active input to sustainable development objectives, and this will require planning
becoming a much broader, strategic and encompassing activity than its narrower
statutory base. This will require better identification of cross-cutting issues, and
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ensuring consistency and coherence in policy-making and within the mechanisms
for delivering them. For example:

• assisting housing and regeneration policies;
• supporting the rural development strategy and land reform programme;
• supporting environmental policies;
• assisting in the development of National Parks;
• exploring the relationship between land use planning and community plan-

ning;
• delivering Best Value in the quality and standard of the planning service and

promoting Added Value.

At the present time, however, there is no reference to sustainable development in
planning legislation (unlike the situation in Wales) and consideration is currently
being given over to the provision of and need for sustainable development to be a
statutory component of the planning framework.

The Scottish Executive has recognised that in order to deliver these sustain-
able development objectives a proper integration of policies is necessary. This
requires a partnership approach with the key public, voluntary and private sector
agencies and organisations and local communities themselves, and must occur at
various levels of governance. To date, the Scottish Executive has been most active
in fostering a wider planning agenda at the local level. The government recently
published the report of the joint Scottish Office/COSLA Community Planning
Working Group, Community Planning, which is intended to set out an agreed
vision to promote the well-being of local areas in which the activities of key agen-
cies can be co-ordinated. Five pathfinder areas for community planning have been
identified and it will be important to draw upon the experience of these in determin-
ing the contribution of land use planning to the process. Once assessments are
made on the effectiveness of these five projects, the Scottish Executive has stated
that it is interested in considering the way in which community planning and devel-
opment planning do and can interact.

On the whole, one can say that the whole planning ethos in Scotland, even
prior to the creation of the Scottish Parliament, has been essentially positive. Initi-
ated by the Scottish Office and taken over by the Scottish Executive, there has
been a wide-ranging and informed debate among a number of varied stakeholders
on the future of planning in Scotland. From this debate, a rather conservative
stance emerged on proposals for the future of planning post-devolution, mainly
centred on retention of the statutory core of land use planning but with improved
procedures. In terms of more innovative proposals, the changes which have
emerged – community planning, European spatial planning, policy co-ordination –
have developed gradually, possibly more out of the need for co-ordination and
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governance working rather than a concern prima facie with planning. Different
agencies in Scotland with a planning remit have recognised the need to be part of
the strategic policy entrepreneurship process, and to be seen to be part of that
process. The ability of the Scottish Parliament to provide this harnessing role for
the institutions of planning across Scotland does make Scotland unique, certainly
compared to the style of government operating in the early 1990s. But whether
this is a strong or weak strategic harness is a mute point (Lloyd, 1997). The
problem relates more to the need to stop one agency of government dominating
the agenda.

GENERATING POLICY ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Lloyd and McCarthy (2000: 252) have identified this new form of governance
working or policy entrepreneurship and, following Parry (1997), describe the Scot-
tish Parliament as being characterised by ‘a professionally based stasis where pro-
fessional classes and elites seek to use their influence to maintain their privilege
and influence’. So, the processes of governance under a Scottish Parliament, and
within the planning system in particular, promote a situation where the varied agen-
cies of the state are required to tap in to the policy-making structures in a much
more open, strategic and compatible way than previously. As Hassan (1999) has
suggested, the new Scottish Parliament is promoting a style of government where
the rules are agreed nationally and are then implemented by other agencies of the
state. Does this – the establishment of strategic policy-making compatibility
processes – give rise to innovation and distinctiveness in Scottish planning? One
can say that, compared to previously, agencies of the state with varied planning
remits are certainly being more innovative in their style of policy-making and consul-
tation, and for the present time this is a distinctive approach that has not yet mate-
rialised in such an advanced form either in the English regions or in Wales, even
though there are moves afoot in both countries to consider this need. The evidence
suggests, in actuality, that strategic policy entrepreneurship is a not a distinctive
feature of Scottish devolution but rather a by-product or perhaps a feature of
twenty-first-century governance in the UK at all levels of the state. Scotland’s dis-
tinctiveness in adopting this style of working at the present time may therefore be
rather short-lived.

The Scottish reforms to planning have tended to concentrate on improving
existing mechanisms, and finding new ways for planning stakeholders to consult
each other and interact. Both these elements give rise to distinctiveness, com-
pared to the processes existing previously, although neither are unique to planning.
In June 2001, however, the Scottish Executive did release a consultation document
on the future of the planning system that considered, again, the issue of national
planning policy, strategic planning, and development plans. Before going on to
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address this document and drawing some conclusions towards the end of this
chapter, I wish to consider one final initiative that might have a significant impact
on Scotland’s attempt to differentiate itself from the rest of the British planning
polity. This initiative has emanated more from the Royal Town Planning Institute in
Scotland, planning stakeholders and planning researchers in Scotland rather than
the Scottish Executive, although the latter has taken an interest in the proposals.

THE NATIONAL SPATIAL PLANNING FRAMEWORK FOR SCOTLAND

The concept of a National Spatial Planning Framework (NSPF) for Scotland was
first initiated by the RTPI in Scotland. A similar feasibility process into establishing
a National Spatial Planning Framework for the whole of the UK had been started by
the RTPI in 1995 (Shaw, 1999; Upton, 2001; Wong, 2001), but with devolution
becoming a reality during the course of this project it was decided to consider the
feasibility of preparing a similar document for Scotland, in parallel to that currently
underway in Wales (see Chapter 10). A NSPF for Scotland would provide a
common vision for future spatial development and territorial management and
could prove to be a major contribution to achieving sustainable development. Such
a vision would deliberately go beyond the statutory core of the planning system
and would provide a corporate spatial framework to guide the future development
of all sectors’ interests and areas of activity. It was intended for the NSPF to
provide an effective tool for strong and accountable political leadership on matters
of spatial development, thereby avoiding vested interests, and would simultan-
eously provide a link upwards to European Union and UK policies and form an
overarching perspective downwards for sub-national and regional issues within
Scotland. It was never intended as a blueprint plan, but rather as a means of creat-
ing and supporting policy synergy (policy entrepreneurship) between public,
private and voluntary sectors and organisations.

Following the Scottish Executive statement in 1999 that a modified form of
national planning policy might be feasible in the future, the RTPI in Scotland com-
menced a process to consider the feasibility of a National Spatial Planning Frame-
work in late 1999 by bringing together a number of key professional planning
representatives and planning academics from Aberdeen, Dundee, Heriot-Watt, and
Strathclyde universities. It was decided that scoping papers devoted to key topics
would be requested initially to identify which issues warranted attention within a
National Spatial Planning Framework, those issues that were distinctly Scottish,
and the issues at the UK national and EU levels that might have an impact on Scot-
tish planning policy. The baseline research papers included the following topics:

• the European context;
• the UK context;
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• National Planning Guidelines;
• urban regeneration;
• social inclusion;
• rural and primary resources issues;
• private investment considerations.

These papers were prepared by planning academics and representatives of the
Scottish universities in the first instance and were subject to consultation and
comment from a number of planning, government agency, voluntary and private
sector individuals who had been invited to join an RTPI Steering Group. Following
amalgamation and editing of the scoping papers, a formal consultation paper was
prepared for release in summer 2000. This document was then circulated to rele-
vant government agencies, the voluntary sector, local government and the private
sector over the summer months. The three main issues identified by the Steering
Group in the scoping paper in the summer of 2000 were identified as the need for
(a) a national overview, (b) a corporate framework, and (c) a broader scoping docu-
ment.

First, there was a need for a coherent national spatial overview for Scotland.
This was considered desirable as (a) there have been many recent changes to the
government of Scotland which affect the way spatial decisions are made at a
national level, and (b) there is a lack of a suitable national policy framework which
is causing many shortfalls in achieving established aims of such decision-making.
Second, the purpose of the proposed form of National Spatial Planning Framework
would be to provide a corporate spatial framework to guide the development of all
sectors’ interests over an extended period without being a blueprint plan. It would
help Scotland to meet many of its international obligations and to serve the
community more effectively. Third, in terms of the scope of the document, it would
also have the purpose of stipulating key central policy aims, such as promoting
sustainable development, national regeneration priorities, the sustainable use of
resources for regeneration, and social inclusion and social justice. It would also
address policy linkage, especially at the EU and UK levels, and achieve policy
integration to ensure coherence between policy systems and consistency of
approach and practice. Similarly it would provide a context for investment and act
as a financial resource framework. It would operate beyond a narrow concept of
land use planning and would, rather, be focused on spatial scale, developing a land
resource theme but also going on to take both a sustainable development theme
and a spatial and institutional systems theme, ensuring the key motivator was land,
while placing sustainability at the forefront of policy development and ensuring that
all policy-making agencies with a stake in planning (i.e. the ‘implementers’) were
integral to the document’s objectives.
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The consultation process came to a close in 2000 and the next stage is
underway to identify options for the form which the National Planning Framework
should take and then test them for performance against criteria which the response
to the consultation paper will help to establish. At this stage, the process concen-
trates on the philosophy of a national spatial approach, rather than the form of a
NSPF. Clearly, this document has the potential to forge distinctiveness in planning
in Scotland, although it may be some way off in formulation, style and even political
commitment. What is important at this stage is ensuring commitment from various
parties towards the philosophy of a National Spatial Planning Framework. As such,
it is more related to convincing planners of a need to think differently (as is happen-
ing in Wales and London), to capitalise on the opportunities that devolution offers,
and to bolster planning’s role as a strategic facilitating mechanism.

THE POSSIBILITY OF REFORM: THE FUTURE OF STRATEGIC

PLANNING

In June 2001, the Scottish Executive released a consultation document entitled
Review of Strategic Planning (Scottish Executive, 2001). The document, that pre-
dates the Green Paper in England by six months, proposes a radical overhaul of
development plans and national planning policy in Scotland. This is in marked con-
trast to the more conservative proposals put forward in the 1999 document and
reflects the changing enthusiasm within Scotland to carve out more distinctive-
ness. The proposals could be far reaching as far as the planning polity are con-
cerned.

With regard to national planning policy, the Executive would like to replace
National Planning Policy Guidelines with ‘National Planning Policy Statements’,
focusing more on issues of national and regional significance. It is further proposed
that, possibly, a national spatial plan could be produced, similar to that currently
being prepared in Wales (the Wales Spatial Plan). Among the issues suggested by
the Executive for possible inclusion within this national document, are:

• settlement patterns, land resources and infrastructure capacity;
• population and household change, including the spatial dimension of social

justice;
• economic prospects and the implications for planning;
• environmental challenges and the role of the planning system;
• strategic priorities for transport and other infrastructure investment.

This is a clear attempt to extend the land use boundaries of planning into other
areas. The consultation document also addresses the future of development plans
and the provision of strategic policy-making. The present system of structure plans
and local plans across Scotland are earmarked for abolition. In their place, the
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Executive would like to retain two tiers of plans for the four major cities and their
city-region hinterlands (Glasgow, Edinburgh, Dundee and Aberdeen): these would
be called ‘Strategic Development Plans’ for strategic policies and ‘Local Develop-
ment Plans’ for detailed local policies. Outside these four cities, it is proposed that
one tier of plan exist: to be called ‘Development Plans’.
The Executive proposes that all development plans in future should address the
following key issues as parameters:

• Diversity: the structure and components of the system should reflect the
diversity in geography, the differing characteristics of communities and vari-
ation in the scale/nature of development pressures in Scotland.

• Consistency: within this diversity there should be more consistency in the
content of plans.

• Focus: the priority is for development plans to be clear on what they can
deliver and concentrate on doing that well.

• Subsidiarity: planning policies should be formulated and planning decisions
taken at the level of individual councils unless there are strong reasons for a
framework that transcends local authority areas.

• Inclusion: development plans must be based on wide consultation with local
communities, agencies, as well as the private sector.

• Responsiveness: the system must be sufficiently flexible to address new and
emerging issues with speed and confidence.

• Certainty: plans must be more directional and much clearer about the
nature/scale of development and how it should be carried out in a way that is
sustainable and reflects Scotland’s distinctive natural and cultural heritage.

Here, then, we are starting to witness an element of distinctiveness in the planning
polity north of the border, and a clear departure on the system and formulation of
development plans in Scotland compared to those for England and Wales. Further
proposals, including the results of the 2001 consultation exercise, were due to be
released in spring 2002.

Conclusions

Wales has taken the initiative earlier than Scotland in relation to the creation of a
National Spatial Planning Framework, but both countries are interested in consider-
ing planning issues beyond a traditional narrow statutory land use boundary. There
has clearly been a consensus in Scotland towards a recognition of spatial planning
in European terms, the history of which goes back over ten years when national
planning policy guidance appeared to be more receptive towards European
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planning issues than its English and Welsh counterpart (Tewdwr-Jones et al.,
2000). There has also been a degree of pressure on the need for some form of
collaborative and inclusive working between different agencies of the state pos-
sessing some direct or indirect responsibility for planning. This has been as much
to do with the need for compatibility of policy agendas from a managerial perspect-
ive as it has in relation to creating a distinctive new approach to planning. It also
reflects the degree to which Scottish governance has fragmented during the
1980s and 1990s and the extent to which planning, broadly defined, has been
shared between various institutions and agencies and stretched across different
tiers of government, causing the need for integration.

Planning now comprises several ‘plannings’, and government determination
to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of planning as a public service, includ-
ing its further development as a commodity, should not be confused with planning
lacking an ability to perform wider social, economic, or environmental intervention.
This planning is different; it is not the narrow statutory form of planning involving
development planning and planning control, but rather a much broader activity
used as a co-ordinating mechanism to achieve policy entrepreneurship across
government agencies and tiers of the state.

Scotland, similar to Wales, currently enjoys a degree of optimism that implies
that the new democratic forums will lead to a real difference, not just of style but
substance too. Yes, it does relate directly to nationalism and a desire to be differ-
ent from the rest of the UK. But what is of more concern is the need for Scotland
to be confident enough to determine the shape of planning for herself, without con-
stantly following a London-led agenda. Allmendinger (2001c: 46) concludes by
stating that, for the reasons he outlines, his probable future vision of planning post-
devolution in Scotland ‘is more likely to be frustration at the inability of the Scottish
Parliament to deliver a sufficiently distinctive approach to planning’. What has been
lacking to date is debate on the meaning of distinctiveness, and the range of actors
within Scotland – other than the Scottish Parliament – who can contribute to the
development of distinctiveness in planning.

Scotland is already developing – in a piecemeal fashion – distinctiveness in
planning compared both to what went before and also to what is happening else-
where in the UK. New forms of co-ordination and participation make for differenti-
ation, with planning playing a central role in facilitating these processes. More
radical proposals to the planning polity will lead to a difference compared to the
systems operating in England and Wales and, within three years of the establish-
ment of a Scottish Parliament under three First Ministers, that is an admirable start.
But we should not expect central government alone to take up the challenge, either
for planning or for governance, in the devolved administrations. The challenge
exists for all agencies, institutions and participants in planning. The RTPI in
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Scotland, in partnership with a range of agencies and planning researchers, has
shown the rest of the country what can be achieved if the enthusiasm and commit-
ment is there to debate distinctiveness. Ultimately, it seems, the search for distinc-
tiveness in planning rests with the planning profession itself in Scotland, and in its
ability to enter into dialogue with and convince major government players. The
chances of planning carving out a greater central role as a distinctive and worth-
while activity in the future governance of Scotland rest with planners themselves in
promoting the proactive element of their work and being able to respond to the
challenges for change that appear there for the taking.
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CHAPTER 12

PLANNING POLICY WITHIN NEW FORMS OF
GOVERNANCE

Introduction

Chapters 10 and 11 considered the development and implementation of devolu-
tion in Wales and Scotland after 1999. Chapter 7 explained the enhancement of
regional planning across Britain, and Chapter 4 highlighted political and govern-
mental commitments to devolution and decentralisation in Northern Ireland and in
London. With so much devolution occurring to the planning polity, it is question-
able whether Britain now possesses a national town and country planning system
at all, since so much is changing spatially and within policy-making institutions and
processes across different parts of the country. The planning polity now comprises
at least four different systems within the four countries of the UK.

Britain still possesses a UK government, of course, and policies are formu-
lated within UK government on certain topics for application across the whole of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and planning’s importance within government
and politics has not been underestimated. But to what extent can the UK govern-
ment now claim a remit over securing national consistency and co-ordination within
the planning policy, a remit it has possessed for over 50 years? This is the theme
of this chapter.

The importance of the UK national planning context is recognised in facilitat-
ing government policy objectives relating to the economy, society, and the environ-
ment, and in delivering European Union commitments. The development of more
effective planning frameworks through the modernisation agenda and an enhanced
European context will strengthen the spatial policy processes within the new struc-
tures of governance currently being put into place as part of the implementation of
devolved assemblies in Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, the English regions and
London. While this dual-push is occurring towards European spatial planning and
devolution and decentralisation, we need to assess whether a UK-wide approach
to planning will be required in future and how UK national policies and decisions
could potentially impact upon devolved forms of spatial planning processes.

The government’s review of the planning system, published by the Depart-
ment for Transport, Local Government and the Regions in 1998 (DETR, 1998c),
emphasised that the basic principles of the planning system do not need to be
fundamentally altered, although certain dimensions are presently missing. These



missing dimensions include the European context for planning at national and
regional levels, a clearer statement of intent on nationally significant development
projects, the strengthening of regional policy-making, and the use of modern eco-
nomic instruments through taxation and subsidy. The future of the planning system
Green Paper released in December 2001 advocated the replacement of the
current form of development plans and the formulation of enhanced regional strat-
egies in England. National planning policy would increasingly focus on nationally
and regionally significant projects and policies (DTLR, 2001b).

The present process of national planning policy, unique to each of the three
British countries, is likely to be retained, but with an opportunity for the Scottish
Parliament and National Assembly for Wales to develop further their own national
policy perspectives divergent to that presently laid down in England. Wales has
already started to strengthen its national spatial policy by preparing the Wales
Spatial Plan (NAW, 2001). In Scotland, similar proposals are being advanced to
create a national spatial planning framework there. England retains its narrow land
use focused national planning policies (the PPGs) but has no plans to develop
anything stronger at the all-England level, preferring to rely on broader regional
spatial strategies. In future, the ODPM will essentially concentrate on improving the
provision of national planning policy to the English regions, while the Scottish
Executive has already discussed the possibility of reviewing the planning system in
Scotland (Scottish Office, 1999). Review of the national planning policies in Wales
are also now underway, to coexist with the Wales Spatial Plan.

Although the UK government has indicated that European, national, regional
and local levels of planning will provide a strong context for spatial policy formula-
tion and delivery in future, it remains uncertain as to the position of a UK perspect-
ive. The Royal Town Planning Institute has recently progressed a feasibility study
into the provision of a UK National Spatial Planning Framework (Wong, C. et al.,
2000), although given commitments towards devolution this might be running
counter to political thought and developments. For the moment, however, the UK
possesses a kaleidoscopic framework of planning policy processes with the word
‘national’ meaning different things in different contexts, both geographically and
politically. This is also compounded by a simultaneous emphasis on transnational
and supra-national spatial planning developments (Alden, 2001b; Tewdwr-Jones,
2001a).

Broader Policy Contexts for British Planning

Before going on to consider the nature of current and potential future UK planning
requirements that could impact on any new national spatial planning agendas
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formulated within the devolved nations of Britain, it is first necessary to highlight
the range of political, economic, social and environmental contexts within which
planning is situated. As was remarked in the Preface at the outset of this book,
planning is only one component of a much broader UK policy perspective on the
future growth, development and protection of the country. It is affected by forces
outside the UK (notably international obligations, EU directives, and so on) as
much as by pressures internal to the UK. What we possess in Britain from a legis-
lative viewpoint is a planning process that is quite tightly defined, focusing on the
physical or land use implications of broader sectoral policies relating to, for
example, social inclusion, equality, economic prosperity, and environmental protec-
tion. This has been both a curse and a blessing over the last 50 years.

It has enabled professional planning officers to restrict their advice and the
political deliberations of elected members to a narrow remit recognised by law. But
it has also resulted in frustrations amongst the users of planning, especially the
public (eager, perhaps, to utilise planning for community benefit or the amelioration
of social problems), developers (eager to consider financial and resource matters
as part of the planning process within a changing property market), other third
party interests (attempting to identify the planning implications of their policies and
strategies relating to health, social services, and education), and government
(attempting to implement policies to either stimulate economic growth and
competitiveness or social and community inclusion). Ask any official within local
government or central government to comment on the nature of enquiries and com-
plaints from members of the public and they will reel off a list of issues that the law
considers to be not necessarily planning matters and ones that are difficult to
integrate within development plans and planning control. These frustrations seem
to be increasing, and the present town and country planning system is creaking
under the weight of pressure for reform emanating from disparate interests.

A further problem relates to the various ways in which planning can be
defined and viewed. As a statutory function, it involves the preparation of planning
policies and the control of development at various government tiers. More broadly,
planning can also be viewed as a strategic co-ordinating mechanism for a range of
public and private organisations. Planners working within public and private entities
can work both within the narrower statutory definition of planning to assist the
amelioration of economic, social and environmental problems (for example, through
the formulation and implementation of development plans) and within sectoral and
fiscal programmes intended to facilitate equality and economic growth (for
example, through EU programmes and structural funds). What we refer to today as
planning is a much broader, all-encompassing activity to that developed in the
post-war period. Nevertheless, despite the complexity associated with a broaden-
ing of the definition of planning, and the activity of planning now stretching across
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a range of governmental and non-governmental organisations as part of the onset
of governance, the essential purpose of planning in the UK – regardless of territory
– has remained relatively unchanged since 1947.

The UK planning system is intended to provide guidance, control and incen-
tive in the use and development of land. As this remit has gone unchanged, the
economic, social and environmental contexts that call for planning intervention have
changed markedly over the last 50 years and are constant concerns. For example,
the UK government’s international commitments toward sustainable development
have necessitated planners reconciling environmental protection and enhancement
with economic prosperity and rising living standards. Similarly, the push towards
social inclusion within Europe has placed another tier of expectations on the plan-
ning system. These issues have been merely bolted onto the 1947-style statutory
land use planning system. It is little wonder that the planning system is viewed as
increasingly unresponsive to business and other interests.

To summarise these issues, as a consequence of devolution, the broadening
of planning as a state function, and the emergence of a governance framework
responsible for spatial planning policies and decision-making, the UK no longer
possesses a UK planning system. It never did, save for the fact that the law in all
parts of the kingdom related to the narrow planning remit of land use and develop-
ment. The fragmentation of spatial planning policies within the UK – to Scotland
(initially through the release of National Planning Guidelines and their successors
since 1974 and more recently through the establishment of a Scottish Parliament);
to Wales (initially through the provision of Planning Guidance Wales since 1996
and more recently through the establishment of a Welsh Assembly); to Northern
Ireland (through the operation of the planning polity within a single government
department and more recently through the early work of the Northern Ireland
Assembly) – has intensified the differences and potential for distinctiveness within,
in planning terms, a dis-United Kingdom. What now remains of the UK or British
planning system are two features:

1 The broader political context for spatial planning and land use decision-
making that each of the devolved administrations can address only insofar as
they are affected by them.

2 International obligations and commitments signed up to by the UK govern-
ment that each of the devolved administrations need to take into considera-
tion.

In each case, the responsibility revolves around the relationship between the
devolved administration and Westminster and Whitehall, where new forms of
working, partnership, and concordats now exist to retain some linkages between
the various arms of the state. Whether these make for loose bonds or weak
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threads is a mute point, depending on your perspective towards the necessity or
undesirability of a national and co-ordinated planning polity.

A Future Remit for National Planning Policy

In 1998, the Royal Town Planning Institute in its examination into the feasibility of a
UK National Spatial Planning Framework identified a number of objectives for
national planning:

1 to safeguard national interests and resources;
2 to make or identify inter-regional development choices;
3 to ensure inter-regional consistency of policy;
4 to establish good planning practice;
5 to reinforce the role of the planning system as an essential guiding framework

for making development decisions.

Policy choices within these objectives can rest with national planning policy guid-
ance, either at the UK level or through separate documents released by each of the
devolved administrations. The key issue surrounding the development of UK
national planning objectives is whether a UK tier of government is required to
promote and implement them, or whether they can be transposed into principles
formulated and monitored by each of the devolved assemblies. In particular, at
what level is it appropriate to formulate policy responses to provide:

1 a national perspective on the directions of change that are occurring;
2 the need for new directions;
3 the resource priorities;
4 inter-regional balances.

A number of interrelated contextual UK national issues will also impinge on
national planning policies developed within the devolved nations. These were
identified by the Royal Town Planning Institute in 1998 as further explored in the
commissioned report. These covered five areas:

1 Demographic, Household and Housing Issues: demographic and household
change within the UK; demographic projections; household projections;
housing provision (see Breheny, 1999).

2 Environmental Resources and Energy: air emissions and quality; land use,
landscapes and soil; water resources and consumption; biodiversity; waste
and minerals; energy (see Nadin, 1999).

3 Social Exclusion: work exclusion; trends in employment and unemployment;
forms of employment; exclusion from learning; welfare policy; family, health
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and cultural exclusion; demographic and legal exclusion; regional-urban-rural
differentials; concentrations of poverty and exclusion (see Turok et al., 1999).

4 The Economy and Employment: new technology; trade relationships; evolv-
ing and upgrading infrastructure; consumer preferences, rising incomes and
improved knowledge; emerging policy regimes (fiscal, monetary, regulatory,
state distribution); self-employment and small firm development; privately
owned, publicly regulated companies; geography of economic decline within
the UK; changes in employment, supply and demand (see Townroe, 1999).

5 Land Use and Transportation: increasing car dependence; levels of mobility
and car ownership; reduction in vehicle occupancy and use of public trans-
port; dispersion of cities and closure of facilities; concentration of activities in
smaller units; peripheral development – edge cities; green belt pressures;
freight distribution and logistics; the motorway network; road pricing possi-
bilities; rail services and the revitalisation of the railways; integrated transport
policies and programmes; congestion costs of transportation; environmental
pollution (see Banister, 1999).

These might be regarded as the macro-political issues requiring action, intervention
or co-ordinating by central government, but clearly other issues constantly emerge
in response to changing socio-economic issues and to respond to global events.
Associated with the implementation of the above issues, Alden (1999) identified
13 objectives that require a national context and perspective at the UK level.
Although it is possible to distinguish these as UK national issues, there are altern-
ative perspectives on them insofar as they impact upon or are impacted upon by
the devolved administrations and the legislative and/or policy processes now in
place:

• to provide a national strategic vision for the UK within a global economy with
planning as an important element of this vision;

• to provide an overarching view of national plans or perspectives being pro-
duced in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and the amalgam of regional
plans in England;

• to meet the UK government’s international obligations;
• to consider the interface with EU spatial development policy and initiatives,

particularly access to structural funds;
• to consider the interface with EU spatial planning systems and policies (for

example, transnational co-operation);
• to promote and consider the implications of global and transnational and

cross border issues;
• to inject spatial considerations into macro-economic and social policies of

central government;
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• to address major planning, development or infrastructure projects which can
only be decided at a national level and which are outside the scope of locally
orientated development plans;

• to promote consistency in planning practice across the nation;
• to establish and promote norms and standards of best planning practice

across the nation;
• to provide a framework for local government and planning practitioners

through national guidance, to promote certainty and support for planning
decisions;

• to promote innovation and good practice in planning practice through advice
notes;

• to address strategic planning issues which contain important national dimen-
sions, priorities and policy options.

It is contended that only the first eight objectives actually require a UK national
perspective, since the last five can be effectively covered by the devolved adminis-
trations and other relevant agencies and organisations in their support for good
government. Each of these eight objectives are highlighted below:

TO PROVIDE A NATIONAL STRATEGIC VISION FOR THE UK WITHIN A

GLOBAL ECONOMY WITH PLANNING AS AN IMPORTANT ELEMENT OF

THIS VISION

Driven by economic growth forces and competitiveness and cohesion within the
European Union, the future will be a planned future. The UK government will
respond accordingly through economic and trade policies, with the devolved
administrations transposing this context into national perspectives and strategic
planning policies. The vision is not so much a blueprint but a constantly evolving
objective. This will also be related through the UK government’s response to the
ESDP and Europe 2000� and other EU initiatives in the Commission’s attempts to
achieve a balanced and sustainable development of the EU territory.

TO PROVIDE AN OVERARCHING VIEW OF NATIONAL PLANS OR

PERSPECTIVES BEING PRODUCED IN SCOTLAND, WALES AND

NORTHERN IRELAND, AND THE AMALGAM OF REGIONAL PLANS IN

ENGLAND

This is essential in the promotion and delivery of economic development and to
reduce the prosperity gap within the UK. Each of the nations will produce their own
statements for future development and growth, but the UK government has indi-
cated within the Memorandum of Understanding published in October 1999 (HM
Government, 1999) that economic growth will be co-ordinated through London on
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such issues as multiple bidding for Foreign Direct Investment. This is intended to
prohibit competitive stances and turf wars between Scotland, Wales, Northern
Ireland and the English regions. Other policy sectors that might require similar
attention through concordats include transnational transportation networks
between the nations, major airport development, and social exclusion. These
directly impact on the spatial distribution of economic activity within the UK.

TO MEET THE UK GOVERNMENT’S INTERNATIONAL OBLIGATIONS

The UK government is obliged to make commitments at the international level, and
this includes government policies at international summits (for example, Kyoto) and
within the European Commission and the transposition of EC Directives. EC Direc-
tives are required to be transposed into domestic legislation and this will in future
be a matter for the legislative bodies. The October 1999 Memorandum of Under-
standing also covered statutory European links, although the devolved administra-
tions are free to establish policy and organisational links with Brussels.

TO CONSIDER THE INTERFACE WITH EU SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT

POLICY AND INITIATIVES

The UK government signed up to the European Spatial Development Perspective
in 1997. This aims to take into account the progressive economic integration and
related co-operation between Member States, the growing importance of local and
regional communities and their role in spatial development, and the anticipated
enlargement of the EU and the development of closer relations with neighbours.
This is encouraging the UK government to consider the development of a balanced
and polycentric urban system and a new urban–rural relationship; the securing of
parity of access to infrastructure and knowledge, and the sustainable development,
prudent management and protection of nature and cultural heritage. This commit-
ment will not necessarily relate to existing political and administrative boundaries
within the UK. Imbalances within the UK stemming from EU policies will also need
to be considered by the UK government in the allocation of UK resources.

TO CONSIDER THE INTERFACE WITH EU SPATIAL PLANNING

SYSTEMS AND POLICIES (FOR EXAMPLE, TRANSNATIONAL CO-

OPERATION)

The financing of new development by the European Commission is intended to
address regional welfare disparities within the EU. The financial mechanisms
offered from the EU include the structural funds, Common Agricultural and
Common Fisheries Policies, and the INTERREG and Article 10 initiatives to
promote transnational co-operation. The UK government will be required to assist
regions and localities in accessing EU funding. At the present time this is under-
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taken in England by the Government Regional Offices and by the national govern-
ment bodies in Scotland and Wales. This is essentially a UK remit, although the
implementation and operation of EU accessing has been devolved to a sub-UK
tier. Parts of the ESDP will also impose obligations on the UK government that will
affect the devolved administrations, including attempts to achieve a better
spatial balance in economic and social cohesion; to achieve a more balanced
urban and regional competitiveness; to achieve better accessibility, especially in
peripheral regions; to reinforce EU border regions and their cities; and to develop
Euro-corridors.

TO INJECT SPATIAL CONSIDERATIONS INTO MACRO-ECONOMIC AND

SOCIAL POLICIES OF CENTRAL GOVERNMENT

Planning is concerned with space and land use, although macro-economic policies
and social programme have a spatial dimension too. National fiscal policies in rela-
tion to taxation and public expenditure programmes could affect more or less pros-
perous regions. Additionally, national sectoral programmes such as transport,
health and energy could also possess a spatial dimension. The Scottish Executive
has its own tax-raising powers, but Scotland will nevertheless be subject to influ-
ence from Whitehall public expenditure programmes.

TO ADDRESS MAJOR PLANNING PROJECTS WHICH CAN ONLY BE

DECIDED AT A NATIONAL LEVEL AND WHICH ARE OUTSIDE THE

SCOPE OF LOCALLY ORIENTATED DEVELOPMENT PLANS

The Modernising Planning statement of January 1998 first indicated the UK
government’s intention to release more national infrastructure statements on those
issues that cannot be decided regionally or locally, although it failed to define
‘national’ in this context. The topics highlighted for addressing through future policy
statements included major transport routes, large inward investment schemes, and
airport and port development. In addition to infrastructure decisions, major planning
projects could also include large-scale developments funded through the UK
National Lottery or Millennium Commission, the Private Finance Initiative, energy
companies, the Ministry of Defence, and incentives offered by regional develop-
ment agencies for inward investment. A consultation paper was released in January
2002 on the subject of national infrastructure project policy and this indicates the
government’s desire to progress its future national direction on this remit.
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Nationally Relevant Issues within Planning and
Development

Alden (1999, 2001a, 2001b), stemming in part from his work for the RTPI on a UK
national spatial planning framework in 1998, also highlighted a number of projects
that would need to be addressed at the UK level. Again, some of these can be
addressed within each UK nation where funding is allocated separately by possibly
autonomous agencies:

• Prison development
• Defence establishment
• Flagship sport and cultural development
• Ad hoc national competitive bidding projects
• Hospitals
• Airport
• Major roads
• Rail links
• Foreign Direct Investment
• Coastal management
• Estuary development
• Power stations and other energy supply institutions
• Housing development
• Minerals sites
• Reservoirs and water supply
• Waste disposal
• Education and training
• Social cohesion/exclusion programmes

These are some of the issues that will be covered by the proposed national infra-
structure policy statements. It is interesting to note here that the government will
be entering a new period of open government by establishing definitive policies for
these developments, rather than relying on ad hoc and pragmatic policy as and
when a decision needs to occur. From the parameters provided by these policies,
the government intends to rely on parliamentary powers and Acts of Parliament to
propose and instigate projects. This will remove uncertainty out of the process and
lead to faster decision-making for the projects under consideration.

The change in policy directly stemmed from the government’s experience
with the Terminal Five Inquiry at Heathrow Airport that lasted seven years and cost
millions of pounds. Following the inquiry, as is usually the form in these cases, a
report or recommendation was submitted to a government minister by an
independent inspector for that minister to take the decision ultimately on whether
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to grant planning permission or not. Central government ministers have long been
in a no-win situation with regard to call-in applications for developments of this
scale, since they frequently are caught between having to determine which sets of
national interests should be prioritised. In the case of the Terminal Five, there was a
great deal of environmental pressure over the development and concern that the
project would be sacrificing government environmental principles in order to imple-
ment a project in the national economic interest.

By enacting parliamentary procedures rather than public inquiries, govern-
ment ministers will rely on the full scrutiny of parliament to consider the develop-
ments that will be sponsored, supported or opposed publicly by political parties.
This may seem as though developments will not be able to be scrutinised in such
depth as would otherwise happen at an inquiry, and certainly the government will
have to consider how this expert examination could be achieved, otherwise accu-
sations could be made that ministers are avoiding rigorous scrutiny intentionally for
certain sensitive or controversial projects. It remains to be seen how this would
work in practice, although there have been prominent developments approved via
parliamentary bills in the recent past, including the Channel Tunnel rail link and the
Cardiff Bay barrage.

It is difficult to see, nevertheless, how all national infrastructure projects could
be approved through this approach. Take, for example, a large-scale inward invest-
ment project. Should a global electronics firm suddenly court national and regional
governments in Europe in their search for a suitable site to employ 5,000 workers,
the speed with which a planning decision could be made in Britain is handicapped
depending on which scrutiny method is employed. Global or multinational com-
panies are used to the rival bidding evident in European regions from national and
regional government representatives, eager to attract – and to be seen to be
attracting – prestigious foreign direct investment (Phelps and Tewdwr-Jones,
2001). Projects are won on a range of criteria relating to financial incentives, site
suitability, proximity to market, proximity to labour supply, transportation and
environmental issues, and so on. The only uncertain element in the process is what
happens after the projects are won by national and regional governments on the
bidding criteria: the requirement for planning approval. In the early to mid-1990s,
central government circumscribed this dilemma by imposing centralised planning
solutions that effectively usurped local planning, environmental and democratic
concerns (see Phelps and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000; Tewdwr-Jones and Phelps,
2000).

A national infrastructure policy statement would require strategic sites being
identified in advance, and fast-track planning permissions delivered in a matter of
weeks, if regions are going to be effective in the inward investment bidding wars
between nations. There is nothing inherently wrong with this approach if that is the
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policy objective at the outset. Maybe such strategic sites could be promoted as
‘Business Planning Zones’ (one of the proposals within the future of planning
Green Paper of December 2001) where regulatory mechanisms are abandoned for
the purposes of economic development. But the strategic selectivity adopted by
multinational companies in their choice of a final site suitable for their plant may
result in their ‘wish list’ being different to what is on offer through planning and
grant incentives. The site may be inappropriate, or it may be in the wrong location
for the firm’s needs (a good illustration of this in practice was when the UK govern-
ment in the early 1990s offered an inward-investing Asian electronics company a
brownfield site on the east of an urban area that possessed a positive planning
framework, only for the company executives to prefer a greenfield site on the west
side of the urban area; see Phelps and Tewdwr-Jones, 1998, 1999).

Here, then, we return to the problematic issue of asking to what extent a
policy within the flexible British planning system can ever be applied rigidly.
National infrastructure policy statements will undoubtedly create more certainty in
the process, assist in the development of a positive planning framework, and
reduce both bureaucracy and financial waste. But they may not completely eradi-
cate funding problems or ‘little local difficulties’ within planning that occur when
the market’s desires interact with the state’s policy and decision parameters.

From Government to Governance: Reassessing
Planning Policy Conflict

Britain has now entered a long and overlapping period of governmental and polit-
ical modernisation, instigated by the Blair government’s commitments to constitu-
tional reform, openness, inclusiveness, joined-up thinking, and an apparent ‘third
way’ in politics (Giddens, 1998). The government’s manifesto promises to com-
mence a comprehensive period of devolution for Scotland, Wales, Northern
Ireland, and London have been mirrored by proposals to enhance the regional level
of governance, modernise both the planning system and local government, while
simultaneously committing the government to an enhanced form of integration with
the European Community. Land use planning had certainly felt the impact of polit-
ical, socio-economic and environmental restructuring during the 1980s (Thornley,
1991; Cullingworth, 1999) and the early 1990s (Tewdwr-Jones, 1996a; 1999a),
but the proposals of the late 1990s and early twenty-first century amend the
process fundamentally. The proposals to alter the planning polity, the administrative
and political framework within and across which planning is situated, have created
additional and significant changes to the role of planning and its status as a
governmental process.
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The world has changed considerably in a short space of time, and town and
country planning is a very different activity today from that which emerged in the
post-war period; significantly, for this discussion, it is no longer solely the preserve
of either central government or local government. Town and country planning is
now a process that is shared between and across central government, local
government, innumerable public organisations, and the private sector. It is import-
ant to recognise that when we discuss sub-national systems of governance
responsible for planning, we are referring ‘not just to the formal agencies of elected
local political institutions which exert influence over the pattern of life and eco-
nomic make-up of local areas’ (Painter and Goodwin, 1996: 636), but additionally
to a wide range other agents including central government, supra-national institu-
tions, and quasi-governmental, voluntary and private sector organisations, all of
which possess some stake in the policy process (Healey, 1997). Together, these
agents can form unique systems of local governance (Rhodes, 1996).

Planning as a 50-year-old statutory process in the UK merely facilitates devel-
opment on the one hand, and regulates development to protect the environment on
the other. But this simplistic description masks the evolving nature of the state and
of government since the latter 1990s and planning’s role within that process. Plan-
ning as a truly partnership activity is prominent in government; for that, we should
be thankful. The political turnaround from the Thatcherite stance towards land use
planning as a state function in the 1980s is a consequence of the recognition on
the state’s part of how planning can assist numerous levels of government, govern-
ment agencies and other actors in achieving or realising their strategic and local
objectives. But it would be wrong to view planning in the same way as that that
existed in the 1970s or early 1980s; essentially, a new planning system has been
created to sit alongside the established statutory process. The number of organisa-
tions existing in the UK that possess planning duties in one form or another as part
of the new governance in the country suggests that it is more important than ever
for the government, and the new devolved assemblies, to generate effective
national and regional strategic planning co-ordination.

Contrary to popular opinion, town and country planning is not simply a
process that controls the use and development of land. Admittedly, the planning
control function remains a bedrock for planning professionalism, but we should not
believe that planning control is planning (Tewdwr-Jones, 1999b). Planning at the
commencement of the twenty-first century should be viewed as a much broader all-
encompassing activity, since it exists to co-ordinate policy, cement partnerships,
and facilitate much-needed change (Healey, 1998). This strategic co-ordinating
planning role is very important for the evolving forms of devolved governance within
the UK. In Wales, for example, as was discussed in Chapter 10, the National
Assembly for Wales possesses extensive discretionary powers over policy but no
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functions in passing primary legislation. Although the statutory basis of land use
will remain unchanged, ‘planning’ in this context is actually significant as a strategic
enabling function, since it can assist Wales’s position in Europe, identify the
national policy objectives for the Assembly for Wales as a whole, promote co-
operation between different levels of government and agencies, and encourage the
public to possess some ownership or stake in the policy- and decision-making
processes. That is exactly what is occurring in the development of the Wales
Spatial Plan.

The town and country planning process will therefore be at the heart of the
devolved assemblies’ abilities to set future policy for their spatial areas. This will be
new territory for the planners and the politicians. It will not only be a case of trying
to get some co-ordination and consistency, the assemblies also need to create dis-
tinctive spatial agendas within the new governance of the UK.

Political and institutional restructuring also encourages high expectations of
delivery at all levels of governance. This will not only impact on future national and
regional policy-making but also on the relationship between the devolved gover-
nance and local areas and communities. Already in England and Wales, under the
provisions of the Local Government Act 2000, local authorities are implementing
community planning as a way of tackling social exclusion, urban regeneration, and
public involvement in decision-making, by the development of community strategies
to sit alongside planning policies (Lloyd and Illsley, 1999). Who would have fore-
seen that just 15 years ago? The unique forms of governance emerging at the
present time are also expected to create an element of inclusiveness in communit-
ies.

Political and institutional restructuring inevitably involves questions concern-
ing policy ownership, policy inclusiveness and policy distinctiveness, all of which
are potentially at odds with each other. All these will also yield significant changes
to the planning process as a partnership process in unique forms of governance.
The questions we need to pause to pose here relate to the ability of the British
planning system (in all its subtleties) to keep pace with this restructuring process
and with town and country planning’s transformation from an end product into a
strategic enabling or means-based activity within a much broader framework of
governance. I am not convinced at the present time that planning professionals in
practice have woken up to this fact.

The planning system will sit across this multifarious planning polity and, aside
from the tensions and conflicts inherent within this complex structure, two other
sets of seemingly irreconcilable dimensions exist. These are, first, the vested inter-
ests that may be summarised as territorial, social, sectoral and policy-based in
character. And second, there are the networks of partnerships, collaboration and
concordats that are arranged across both the planning polity and the vested inter-
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ests, in order to achieve implementation. The key issue for policy-makers from now
on will be how to reconcile the apparent irreconcilable tensions inherent within the
new governance of planning and how to meet the perceived high expectations
from a range of government tiers, agencies, organisations, businesses and the
public on why planning exists and what planning, and indeed the new political
processes more generally, is expected to deliver (Tewdwr-Jones, 1999a, 1999c,
2001a).

Devolution and agency fragmentation actually promotes consideration of
space and territory (Vigar and Healey, 1999) through the championing of differ-
ences between regions in order to achieve a competitive edge, or financial
support, or achieve investment potential over their regional (and political) rivals
(Phelps and Tewdwr-Jones, 1999). In terms of planning delivering for business and
investment purposes, will we see increasingly in the future the capacity for cus-
tomised spaces (Peck, 1996) and customised policies being developed for stra-
tegic development purposes tailor-made through territorially specific planning
polities?

The proposals to establish the Welsh Assembly, for example, were couched
in regional economic development terms. As a consequence of constitutional and
political changes occurring simultaneously in both Scotland and England, the
government’s White Paper for Welsh devolution made it clear that Wales ‘cannot
afford to stand still’ (Welsh Office, 1997: 11). In a similar vein, the proposals to
establish Regional Development Agencies in England were set in the context of the
need for the English regions to match the most successful features of regional
economic development promotion in Scotland and Wales (HM Government,
1997). Therefore, the impact of state restructuring within the UK might actually
promote an enhanced use of the planning system for promotional or competitive
purposes between the agencies of governance within the four countries. This
move, which will occur at the national and regional scale, will be bound to have an
impact on the form, purpose and policy-making processes of the planning polity at
the local and community levels.

The Competing Claims on Planning Policy

The implementation of community strategies by local authorities under the Local
Government Act 2000, and the proposals for Local Development Frameworks to
form the implementation arm of such strategies under the December 2001 Green
Paper’s proposals, epitomises what is occurring to the planning polity in the
restructuring process at the local level. This involves fostering enhanced participa-
tory measures and partly using the planning system and/or planning methods to
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achieve community inclusiveness. This is very laudable and is particularly useful if it
serves the purpose of encouraging a greater number of individuals and organisa-
tions to participate in the policy-making process at the neighbourhood level.

There are, nevertheless, problems in implementing community strategies in
association with planning. First, there is the possibility that adopting a community
plan for all or part of each local authority area will be viewed as a panacea to
resolve every community’s ills (in other words, it raises expectations on local
authority delivery, but that may not be a bad thing); second, there is a possibility
that tensions will occur between the expectations placed on the community plan-
ning initiative and other strategic or policy documents, formulated through other
means or else that may have emerged from separate series of negotiation and con-
sultation mechanisms either at the local level or by other levels of governance.

These problems can be resolved easily providing participants are informed of
the purpose and role of the initiative within the wider policy-making machinery; but
the difficulties will only be accentuated if a too-heavy reliance is placed on
community planning as a separate policy process to the frameworks in existence
within and pursued by other agencies of governance (Tewdwr-Jones, 1999c).
Meeting state objectives at the local level is a case in point, and exemplifies the
tensions that can exist between local government acting as the agents of central
government in policy implementation or as separately elected autonomous agen-
cies with their own policy agenda (Rhodes, 1980). This dilemma was described by
Bulpitt (1983) as a ‘dual tension’ between high politics (national agenda setting)
and low politics (policy implementation). It is apparent that such dualist tensions
will emerge in the expectations placed on the new structures of governance, and
particularly affects planning.

This suggests that a dual push of expectation will occur whenever planning is
changed structurally and substantively, and involves the broadening of the institu-
tional framework of planning policy-making (the planning polity) while broadening
the substantive notion of what planning is supposed to achieve. As I have
remarked elsewhere (Tewdwr-Jones, 1999c, 2001c), it seems that a two-level
development is occurring: from an institutional perspective, the policy interpretation
of the statutory function of planning has shifted towards an enabling role, both for
the private sector and for the other agencies of governance; from a political
perspective, the planning process has also been affected by political, socio-
economic and environmental changes outside planning. These are important points
to bear in mind. They are ongoing processes of modernisation, reform and restruc-
turing that constantly impinge upon and reshape planning and the planning polity.
When changes occur to the planning polity (either to the system itself or to the
agencies charged with formulating, operationalising, or utilising the system),
deeper questions need to be asked about planning’s future.
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A great potential now exists under devolution for each of the four countries of
the UK to develop very different planning systems even without statutory powers to
implement radical planning reform. These changes can be as equally caustic as the
impact caused by statutory changes. Even within three years of devolution, this has
not gone unnoticed in each of the countries where suggestions are already being
advocated to supposedly improve policy-making and governance, partly intended
to establish clearly definable separate agendas unique to those countries com-
pared to the status quo (for example, see Osmond (1998) in relation to Wales, and
McCarthy and Newlands (1999) in relation to Scotland).

Conclusions

This chapter has reviewed the future of a UK planning system and planning polity
during a process of institutional, governmental and political restructuring. I have
attempted to pin down this restructuring, to make sense of the institutional context
of political reform, and to assess what the implications of changes to the structure
and function of planning may mean for different tiers of government and gover-
nance. There is a future for national planning policy, particularly in relation to inter-
national commitments, macro-economic and social policies, national security
issues, and the design and implementation of national infrastructure projects. But
this future is a different planning future from that we have all been used to for the
last 50 years. The nature, role and function of the state and government has shifted
irreversibly, and planning – as an element within that changing structural process –
has been altered fundamentally too.

I conclude this chapter considering some key interrelated points. These
issues place the previous discussion about the future of the national planning polity
within a broader political and institutional governmental context that attempts to
consider planning as part of a wider process of change. They are replicated from a
previous publication but remain relevant today (Tewdwr-Jones, 1999c):

1 Planning as a governmental process of the state has been transformed to
become a function of governance.

2 In calling for a degree of compatibility across the new agencies responsible
for the governance of planning it is necessary to consider the nature of hori-
zontal relations between local agents of governance.

3 Compatibility across local agencies of governance also needs to be inter-
preted by assessment of the vertical relations between the other tiers of
governance, since it is at these processes where degrees of power and
responsibility and state objectives lie.

4 The surface relations and interactions and shared understanding between the
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agencies of governance are underpinned at the subsurface level by political
interaction and strategic behaviour.

5 All the local, regional and national agencies of governance within the plan-
ning polity will possess varied remits, agendas and objectives that could
make compatibility difficult to achieve; such potentially conflicting remits will
not disappear as a consequence of the perceived compatibility of agendas.

6 A desire to produce one type of framework or strategic document, such as
community planning or a statutory development framework, could well satisfy
a planning desire at the local level but will only be one of the aspects of the
interagency collaborative effort that will require addressing.

7 The notion of broadening the communicative culture across agencies of local
and regional governance is desirable but should not be underestimated
through the political and institutional perspective of what planning is there to
achieve and who it serves.

8 Enhancing local and neighbourhood forms of policy-making will only be suc-
cessful if participants are informed in advance of what exactly the purpose is
of the exercise: is it for the purpose of administrative co-ordination, participa-
tion, policy agenda-setting, support, or forum soundings?

Each of these raises the spectre of high expectations, and local desires could well
clash with higher planning polity desires at some point.
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CHAPTER 13

CONCLUSIONS

Introduction

This book has sought to analytically combine political ideology, multi-level govern-
ment activity and planning practice as a distinctive contribution to research in the
field of town and country planning. This has necessitated undertaking empirical
research to assess practically the impact of changing government relationships.
The analysis concentrated on central government and its national planning policy
guidance on sub-national planning policy formulation since the introduction of the
plan-led planning system by the Planning and Compensation Act 1991. Relation-
ships between central government and local government, central government and
regional governance, and central government and national policy agendas have
been scrutinised, while discussing the evolving nature of both politics and gover-
nance and the planning system.

The research focused on multi-levels of governmental activity in the field of
planning policy development, but this has occurred within a broader theoretical
debate that sought to identify whether the national, regional, and local planning
policy nuances that accompanied both the plan-led system and devolution have
been a continuation of Thatcherite New Right ideology in the previous five years in
particular. A key question posed was whether rule of law was extended into the
town and country planning function.

The objective for this research, identified in Chapter 1, sought to assess
whether:

1 The planning policy formulation process operated in Britain since the early
1990s has been determined to a significant extent by central government’s
national planning policy in its quest for national consistency and certainty
across England, Scotland and Wales.

2 The national consistency remit enjoyed by central government militated
against any sub-national alternative planning policy agenda promoted by local
authorities and was at variance with the locally formulated plan-led spirit of
the Planning and Compensation Act 1991.

Within this objective, I also identified a number of questions to progress in the
research:

1 How has central government used its legal planning remit to provide national



consistency and certainty while promoting locally and regionally led planning
agendas within local government and regional governance respectively?

2 To what extent do the changes to the English, Scottish and Welsh planning
process since the early 1990s actually provide for sub-national and local
authority policy alternatives in formulating planning policies in the spirit of
devolution, decentralisation, and the plan-led legislation?

3 What have been the political ways in which both the Conservative and
Labour governments created new forms of national control over the formula-
tion of local and regional policy agendas; did these in the spirit of New Right
and New Labour ideology, and how might answers to these questions assist
us in conceptualising the planning relationship between different levels of
government?

The approach discussed in this book has been to attempt to answer these ques-
tions through a detailed examination of the theoretical and practice-related liter-
ature on two paradigmatic levels.

First, a micro-political examination of planning policy formulation, including a
detailed assessment of the planning relationships between central government,
devolved administrations, regional governance, and local government, and the
degree of discretion available at the sub-national to counteract or reinterpret guid-
ance and policy published at the national level. This has been useful to provide an
indication of the nature of planning policy formulation in the mid- to late 1990s, and
to begin to understand the complexities, differences and requirements of planning
policies between different agencies of government, and to assist in identifying
problems between achieving national consistency, certainty, and local discretion in
policy-making.

Second, a macro-political examination of the ideological framework of plan-
ning and its manifestation as a political process, including assessment of the
nature of New Right thinking utilised in the planning system in the 1980s,
the impact of this ideology on planning policy development within government,
and the degree to which these ideological strands were continued by the Major
and Blair governments in their approach to the planning polity and the planning
system. This was enlarged on in Chapters 3 and 4, that sought to analyse the
transition of government between Thatcher, Major and Blair, but lacked thorough
empirical testing or theorising within planning, and it was thought that the results of
the research discussed in the book would be of some assistance in making a dis-
tinctive contribution to this debate.

This final chapter concludes by providing two extended discussions of these
two paradigmatic levels of thinking.
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National Consistency, Certainty and Local
Discretion

The government’s employment of consistency in planning policy formulation since
the early 1990s has resulted in the development of a planning policy process as
one overarching framework across England, Scotland and Wales. Central govern-
ment’s introduction of the plan-led planning system in the Planning and Compensa-
tion Act 1991 was based on a desire for more certain conditions for developers
and the general public. The quest for certainty in planning policy formulation
necessitated, at its simplest level, the production of mandatory district-wide plans
by the district level of local government. At the more detailed level, the quest for
certainty directly translated into the plan preparation process by the government
requesting local authorities to prepare policies within their plans that indicated, in
more secure and certain language, the spatial areas where development and
regeneration was considered desirable, or possible, and the spatial areas where
the natural and built environment should be protected and conserved from devel-
opment.

This quest for certainty in planning policy-making found expression through
central government’s regional offices, the Scottish Office and the Welsh Office,
increasing their monitoring role of local authorities’ development plans more
prominently than hitherto. The regional offices were given authority to highlight
areas of inconsistency both within plans and between plans and national planning
policy guidance, and policies that lacked certainty in policy expression. In relation
to a desire for national consistency, the quest for certainty by the government led
to the utilisation of national planning policy to ensure that local policies were in
conformity with those of central government.

However, despite research evidence proving the hypothesis correct, further
research evidence indicates that for planning practitioners themselves this was not
an issue of particular concern. The aggregate research data presented in Chapter
6 indicates that despite the high degree of intervention occurring by central
government in their use of national planning policy guidance to monitor local plan-
ning policies, the respondents did not believe this to be particularly significant. At a
more detailed level, the results of the West Dorset research, in Chapter 8, indicate
that the significance of intervention was, however, noticeable, but this did not seem
to cause problems for local policy-makers who – in the majority of cases – readily
amended their local policies to be in conformity.

Before considering this new picture of planning in England, Scotland and
Wales it is first necessary to return to the questions posed earlier, in Chapter 4,
that relate to the nature of consistency, certainty and discretion under the plan-led
planning system. The three questions posed were:
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1 Did the legislation and policy operating prior to 1992 permit either (a) the
local authority discretion in the interpretation of planning laws and policies
conferred by the state or (b) the individual officer discretion to decide each
case on its merits based on professional judgement?

2 Does the plan-led legislation, by introducing greater certainty in the process,
limit in any way the discretionary powers of the local planning authority, of the
individual planning officer, or both?

3 Does the plan-led legislation, by introducing greater certainty in the process,
limit discretionary powers of the authority or officer to either interpret the laws
and policies or to depart from the laws and policies to a greater extent than
was previously the case?

THE PLAN-LED PLANNING SYSTEM AND PLANNING POLICY

FORMULATION

The Planning and Compensation Act 1991 sought to generate greater certainty in
the statutory planning process. The first principal effect was to remove the discre-
tion available to local authorities to determine whether or not local development
plans should be prepared for their areas. The Act made district-wide local plan
preparation a statutory, mandatory requirement. The second principal effect was to
reduce the discretionary powers available to the individual officer to decide each
case on its merits. The Act statutorily requires decision-makers to follow the pol-
icies in the development plan in the first instance and then to consider all other rel-
evant material considerations. The development plan is therefore to be used as a
starting point; individual officers can no longer rely on professional judgement to
determine whether material considerations within the plan should be applied.

The third principal effect was to alter the distinction between discretion and
regulation in the interpretation of legislation and policies. Local authorities’ and
individual professional officers’ discretion in interpreting laws and guidance is
retained post-1991. However, there has been an indirect change to this discre-
tionary role. As a consequence of a policy requirement, introduced within national
planning policy in association with the statutory amendments, local authorities must
now give prominence to central government’s national planning policies both in
development plan formulation and in planning policy implementation.

Central government’s new statutory and policy requirements have, therefore,
altered the discretionary role of both local authorities and individual professional
planning officers. With regard to the distinction between professional and adminis-
trative discretion (discussed in Chapter 2), the legal and policy changes have
resulted in a shift of discretion. The imposition of mandatory requirements on local
authorities has created an increase in administrative discretion at the expense of
professional discretion. The existence of local plans and policies and national

286 Conclusions



planning policy ensures that the individual’s freedom in discretionary judgement is
either removed or significantly reduced. The ability of the professional officer to rely
on professional judgement as a justification for his or her action can no longer be
relied upon, since the availability of professional discretion to determine actions
and decisions has been circumscribed by central government’s legal and policy
requirements. While some commentators in professional planning circles may
lament this loss, it does actually create greater accountability and provide less
uncertainty for user groups, objectives that both the Major and Blair governments
have sought in introducing legislative and procedural changes.

CERTAINTY WITH FLEXIBILITY

The most noticeable issue to emerge from this study concerns the positioning of
certainty with flexibility in planning policy formulation and syntax. This issue strikes
to the very heart of the ideological ethos behind the plan-led system. As discussed
in Chapter 3, it attempts to reflect the introduction of a rule of law within govern-
ment’s policies as one of the principal tenets of New Right ideology by insisting
that local plan policies provide an almost inflexible rigid local regulatory process.
This has not altered fundamentally under the Blair government since 1997,
although the emergence of the regional agenda and possible reforms to the plan-
ning policy in the next few years could alter this ethos markedly.

The 1991 Act and the regional agenda are also noteworthy since they
appear to enhance the weight given to local and regional planners’ determination
processes and policy-making powers, thereby bolstering the position of local
government rather than central government. This seems to contradict another tenet
of New Right ideology utilised by both the Thatcher and Major governments: cen-
tralisation. If local planning authorities do attempt to provide a rigid inflexible policy
based on their own local needs and assessment, the certainty with flexibility state-
ment would create a wholly localised planning agenda, and thereby water down all
other planning actors’ positions, including central government’s use of national
planning policy in policy formulation and regional office monitoring. We know in
practice that this bolstering of local policies has occurred, but there have been
other requirements to alter the direction of the UK government over local and
regional planning agendas.

Certainty with flexibility therefore promotes rule of law but simultaneously
attempts to reduce regulation and blueprint planning. A dilemma therefore exists
between local certainty that central government expects in its interpretation of the
plan-led system, and the certainty that might be expected in providing clear unam-
biguous statements that are of use to the users of planning.

The underlying question that remains, therefore, is to what extent should this
be a matter of concern? From the ease with which they amended their policies,
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West Dorset planners did not seem terribly concerned that significant parts of their
local planning policy formulation agenda were pre-determined by the contents of
national planning policy rather than by localised problems. If the planners did view
the contents of national planning policy statements and the government office’s
comments not as interference in local policy-making but simply as a resource base
to get a local plan in place quickly, the origins of policy statements are not a matter
to seem to warrant much concern. Similarly, it is telling from the results of the
regional research that local authorities are requesting more national policy, rather
than less, in the carrying out of their functions. Either one could say that this leaves
professional planning at the local level as a fundamentally weak profession, full of
people with low intellectual ability and low innovation to enable them to establish
their own spatial agendas, or else it suggests that local policy-makers do not
attach any political significance whatsoever to the policies they are being asked to
formulate, consider and implement.

Turning attention to the flexibility part of certainty with flexibility, if comment-
ators were concerned at the prospect of the 1991 Act reducing flexibility in the
planning process, this concern was justified – but it did not occur at the level
originally thought. Greater development plan coverage ensured that certainty
would be afforded to developers and the public in assessing local authorities’ pol-
icies and decisions. In addition, by making the plan the first consideration among
many, greater certainty would be afforded to the development control process to
ensure that decisions were not ad hoc or discretionary, and that they were
accountable to local people. But the resultant legal and policy position was only a
partial move at introducing a rule of law to reduce flexibility. Statutory land use
planning in Britain had not switched overnight from being a flexible, discretionary
system to a prescribed, regulatory process. The changes have been far more
subtle. If anything, the new system has created a mixture of discretion and regula-
tion; more certainty but not a blueprint overriding all other factors. Policies and
decisions could still be implemented in the light of current circumstances, thus
emphasising flexibility.

CONSISTENCY, CERTAINTY AND DISCRETION: DEFINING

‘OPERATIONAL DECISIONS’

The theoretical discussion advanced in Chapter 2 concerning Faludi’s decision-
centred view of planning is useful here to provide a context for the fuzziness
between certainty and flexibility. A local plan contains policies that provide a strat-
egy of certainty at the local level by indicating what is and is not acceptable devel-
opment, but plans are being formulated on the basis of not only local choice but a
national planning policy agenda too. So while the plan provides a degree of cer-
tainty in the local planning authority’s expression, it does not necessarily mean that
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these local commitments (or ‘operational decisions’, to use Faludi’s terminology
(1987: 117)) will be implemented. The implementation task will depend on the
commitment possessed, relationships of and tensions between the local planning
authority and central government, and could vary from case to case. Therefore,
while central government issues a specific programme of policies through national
planning policy guidance, it is unable to implement those policies directly since the
implementation task rests with an independently elected lower tier of government.
The process of implementing national planning policies therefore has to be dele-
gated to local government, or other agencies. Central government initiates the leg-
islation and sets out through national planning policies the course of action to be
taken or considered, but delegates the implementation of law and interpretation of
policy to local government.

As discussed in Chapter 2, although the operational decisions for central
government in this instance involve the decision to mandatory delegate, for local
government the operational decision is to take account of central government’s
laws and policies in carrying out their decision-making duties. There is clearly a dif-
ference between how both levels of government define this operational decision.
Central government’s operational decision is to expect its policies to possess a
degree of commitment on local planning authorities in taking decisions in particular
ways and to mandatorily enforce them to produce statutory local plans; local
government’s operational decision, on the other hand, is to recognise the existence
of central government’s planning policies and its own local policies as only guides
in taking decisions. There can, therefore, be a world of difference between the plan
or policy as a definite commitment, and the plan or policy as an aid to refer to in
taking action. Additionally, there is a world of difference between producing a ratio-
nal plan and in taking a rational decision in the light of a plan’s existence. The
change in procedure brought about by the 1991 Act has essentially resulted in
central government providing more guidance and direction to local planning
authorities on how they should interpret national planning policy in implementing
the new statutory provisions. Central government may argue that this enhanced
guidance role has been necessary to provide information to local planning authori-
ties to avoid uncertainty in implementing the 1991 Act. But it could also be viewed
as unnecessary interference on the part of central government on the activities and
practice of local government.

Central government also possesses a clear view of the function of local plan-
ning policy under the plan-led planning system. Flexibility is an essential prerequi-
site of formulating a plan since it can then respond to changing circumstances and
to take account of any uncertainty surrounding planning decisions. This function
has not changed since 1947, and remains in place today even under the provi-
sions of the Planning and Compensation Act 1991. The local plan, therefore, does
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not possess any ‘superior wisdom’ (Faludi, 1987: 126), since policies provide an
indication only for a decision; it is not a blueprint, although the plan’s status has
undoubtedly been enhanced since the introduction of the plan-led legislation.
Faludi has been particularly concerned with the operational decisions planning
agencies develop, although he has failed to recognise how discretion can be
defined according to the different perspectives of each agency, or level of govern-
ment operating within policy formulation. Therefore, while operational decisions
might relate to a mandatory task, or the expectation that a decision will be made in
a particular way, they can equally mean something that should be seen to be taken
account of, not necessarily followed. In relation to statutory planning in the UK and
using this distinction, there is clearly a gap between central government expecting
its national planning policies to be followed and local government merely taking
central government’s planning agenda and its own local plan policies into account
when formulating policies. This debate is equally as relevant for the new devolved
assemblies and their relationships to local authorities within their countries.

Following this debate, the next section goes on to assess the macro-political
context of planning changes that occurred under the Major and Blair governments,
to identify what political ideology the micro-political planning changes occurred
within.

Political Ideology and Change within Planning
Policy Development

Let us move the debate at this point to broader issues concerning the political
ideology of the Major and Blair governments towards planning since the early
1990s. If commentators were searching for evidence of Major’s political ideology
and leadership style once he was elected Prime Minister in November 1990, the
planning system provided one of the first opportunities to gauge the transition. The
move to a legislative plan-led process (until then, the local choice concept had only
been advocated through central government policy advice) and the initial endorse-
ment of sustainability would be tested through new planning legislation in Major’s
first parliamentary session as premier. The resultant statute, the Planning and Com-
pensation Act 1991, made widespread reforms to the planning process but had
particular effects on the provision of statutory planning. Some elements of the
Thatcher government’s 1989 White Paper (HM Government, 1989) relating to
development plans were included in the bill. As discussed in Chapter 5, the most
important reforms concerned the speeding-up of development plan preparation, to
remove the need for Secretary of State approval of structure plans, to require dis-
trict authorities to mandatorily prepare district-wide local plans for the whole of
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their administrative areas, and to increase the weight afforded to development plan
policies for decision-making purposes (the so-called Section 54A requirement).
These changes, that could be labelled the most significant changes to the planning
process for over forty years, appear to strengthen local authority planning powers
and reduce centralised control of local planning issues. Although there was
nothing in the legislation that was not wholly unexpected, the government’s posit-
ive stance towards planning was noteworthy. After the planning profession’s
demoralising and battering period in the 1980s under Thatcherism, the new
commitment did generate renewed optimism on the part of local authority planners.
Questions were asked as to whether this would perhaps start to reverse the
market dominance of planning. Following the implementation of the environmental
legislation in 1990, the government also amended the primary legislation to permit
sustainability issues to be at the core of planning’s concerns, reflecting a recogni-
tion that global environmental change could also be tackled at the local level of the
state. The environmental agenda and the pro-planning legislation both seemed to
provide a distinct reversal of Thatcherite ideology towards planning’s role in
enabling the market.

Central government did seem to be paying more attention to the activities
and efficiency of local government; planning, as one administrative function of local
government, has been directly affected by this change of ethos. Local government
started to become more efficient in its statutory duties and is operating within
‘Citizen’s Charter’ and ‘Best Value’ parameters set by both central government and
government agencies. Once again, this reflects a reversal of the Conservatives’
position on planning and local government in the 1980s, and possibly extends the
New Right ideology into new territories. It is to these New Right principles that this
chapter now turns, to identify the extent to which the three tenets of Thatcherism –
market orientation, centralisation and rule of law – continued or were amended by
both the Major and Blair governments.

MARKET ORIENTATION

Thornley (1991) claims that the consistent thrust of Thatcherism during the 1980s
was a shift towards market mechanisms. As Gamble states:

It is taken as axiomatic that markets are inherently superior to any other way of

organising human societies. The problem is seen to be creating the conditions

in which markets can function and removing whatever obstacles exist to their

operation.

(Gamble, 1988: 38)

Changes to the market emphasis of the 1980s started to arise when the govern-
ment accepted, through the Rio Earth Summit, that economic growth was not a
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sufficient condition for achieving a high quality of life (Healey, 1992), and, superfi-
cially at least, the balance between markets and plans once again shifted in favour
of the latter. The presumption in favour of the development plan introduced by the
1991 Act meant that a check was put in place on the free market by regulatory
processes, with policy-makers and decision-makers finding that the relationship
between the two were, essentially, a balancing exercise.

Central government national planning policy released through the 1990s, and
since 1997 by the Labour government, has provided a clear reminder of the need
for the planning system not to hinder the markets. Indeed, the most recent Green
Paper on the future of the planning system released in England in December 2001
seems to have been formulated with this objective in mind. Furthermore, proposals
to introduce Business Planning Zones combine planning with market-orientated
procedures (in much the same way as Enterprise Zones and Simplified Planning
Zones in the 1980s). It is a proper function of the planning system to intervene in
the market if harm is being created in some way on the public good. Business
Planning Zones are a prime example of how the present government would like to
have its cake and eat it: committed to environmental protection and sustainability,
but nevertheless overtly concerned about the country’s economic performance and
dominated with a concern for economic growth. This is not a criticism; it merely
reflects how the planning polity is now expected to sit in the middle of an extremely
precarious balancing act.

This balancing act between the environment and the market has also been
reflected in other initiatives. The Thatcherite market legacy continued primarily in
urban regeneration. Under Major, three Enterprise Zones and one Urban Develop-
ment Corporation were designated between 1990 and 1997. The principle of
competitiveness (HM Government, 1994) was also a continuing element in urban
regeneration initiatives through City Challenge and Single Regeneration Budget
funding. Even the launch of the UK’s National Lottery in 1994 and the establish-
ment of the Millennium Commission extended this competitiveness ethos, with a
proportion of proceeds from the lottery being available for urban planning-related
projects promoted by public–private partnership bidding to a government-
appointed panel of experts. Successful projects must demonstrate an ability to
generate private sector funding and develop a partnership approach. Labour has
extended this ethos with Public–Private Partnership (PPP), a controversial policy
that has included ministers attempting to apply it to the London Underground
investment.

These initiatives provide a clear reflection of the political ideology existing at
this time: a balance between the market and the environment; a degree of power
returned to the local level but the parameters of the power resting in the hands of
either central government or a government agency. Chapter 9 provided a useful
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illustration of this with the revelation that the Welsh Development Agency had
formed the key organisation leading attempts to create distinctive spatial policies
for Wales within an agenda set by the UK government. If one compares this
approach to the plan-led system, it reflects how central government utilises
national planning policy, through monitoring by regional offices, to ensure that local
government sufficiently reflects the national agenda in its dilemmas over striking a
market and environmental balance. Furthermore, both the Major and Blair govern-
ments have amended the rules, funding mechanisms, and policy requirements to
circumscribe the autonomous abilities of local authorities, but often with the coer-
cion of local actors themselves. It will be interesting to see whether a similar
approach emerges in the English regions as it emerged in Wales in the relation-
ships between regional spatial plans and the policies of the Regional Development
Agencies.

Overall, therefore, in the mid-1990s there was little diminution in the role of
the centre. The British planning system is (and has been since inception) highly
centralised. But what seems to have happened since 1990 are two things. First,
increased and standardised central input into local (and since 1997 regional)
policy and its interpretation, along with an (as yet) unachieved local framework of
plans that translate the policies. Second, an increased role for local people in
questioning their local authorities’ operations and policy-making has encouraged
an illusion of local influence against a reality of central control within a dictated set
of parameters for local policy-making.

CENTRALISATION

The approach to development planning since 1990 has not seen a complete rever-
sal of the market-led Thatcher approach (Healey, 1992) but rather a gradual move
away from the explicit flexibility inherent within British planning at that time. The
plan-led approach introduced the need for local planning authorities to adopt dis-
trict-wide plans and can be traced back to the problems associated with the more
laissez-faire approach of the 1980s. Healey (1992) points to the government’s
need to accommodate its commitment to sustainable development at the Rio Earth
Summit, and this simply could not have been achieved by the planning system of
the 1980s since it required a strong centrally led sustainable development strategy
with opportunities for locally led initiatives within that strategy. Since Labour took
office, this tendency has been institutionalised and the government is a leading
player at international climate conferences.

The intention of government through the introduction of the plan-led Planning
and Compensation Act 1991 was undoubtedly to strengthen the role of the devel-
opment plan in local decision-making to achieve greater certainty for plan users.
Nevertheless, planners, the public and the development industry have placed more
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emphasis upon the plan leading to delays in plan preparation and lengthy public
inquiries. This, in turn, has encouraged both Conservative and Labour ministers to
talk of inefficient planning authorities, a desire to speed up the process, and
concern at planning becoming a block on business and economic growth. These
concerns also seem to underlie proposed changes to the planning polity
announced by the government in England, Wales and Scotland in 2001.

Local authorities’ development plans and regional planning policies are
required to be consistent with national objectives if the planning system is to work.
The increased weight afforded to the development plan and local authority
decision-making, and to regional planning policies, is therefore not as locally or
regionally orientated as we might first conclude. Local and regional policies have to
be consistent with national policies, and where there is inconsistency developers
may use this as grounds to ‘out-trump’ the provisions of those policies. This, in
turn, results in a planning system which is heavily dependent on the priorities of
central government and causes difficulties for local authorities, regional agencies,
and others wishing to take any alternative policy line. It also raises legitimate ques-
tions on whether this system creates a plan-led planning system at all, since plans
and policies may over time be regarded as out of date, irrelevant to the develop-
ment demands of an area, or inconsistent with central government’s planning prior-
ities. Such nuances that have accompanied the legal and policy requirements of
the plan-led system and the regional renaissance have, to some extent, resulted in
an increase – rather than decrease – in the centralised planning policy regime.

RULE OF LAW

A rule of law sets out a framework that is known and agreed beforehand and within
which subsequent decisions must conform (Thornley, 1993). The aim of this rule in
central government during the 1980s was to decrease local discretion and shift
any costs of dispute directly onto the interested parties themselves rather than the
community. Davies (1996) has concluded that development control decisions are
based on administrative discretion rather than legal rule, and it was this discre-
tionary element that the Thatcher governments sought to reduce. The environ-
mental commitments enforced on the government and the plan-led system
reorientated the process. While still wishing to minimise local discretion, and main-
tain and build upon the rule of law, the 1980s approach was no longer feasible to
the same extent. It simply occurred in different ways.

The switch in emphasis to centrally controlled, locally formulated develop-
ment plans was not the only area where a rule of law has been evident during the
Major and Blair years. Consultation procedures in plan preparation have been
reduced to speed-up the policy adoption process and have thereby minimised
public involvement while creating greater certainty for those who are still involved
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in the process. On the whole, the rule of law approach of the 1980s is virtually
unrecognisable in the early years of the twenty-first century. From a limited amount
of central policy, but with much more central control in favour of the market under
the Thatcher administrations, England, Scotland and Wales now possesses a
plethora of policy and a system that makes it much more certain that the central
advice has to be followed at the local and regional scales. Devolution to Scotland
and Wales at least offers an alternative approach, if local and regional actors want
to be assertive. The indications are that changed directions and different ideo-
logical expectations towards planning and what it could achieve will only come
about as a consequence of pressures outside the planning profession and outside
local government. The 1980s mentality of local planners waiting to be told what to
do by central government has hardly diminished, even within these devolved and
decentralised days.

The image of a locally orientated plan-led system and a regionally sensitive
policy framework are both clear departures from the market-orientated, project-led
approach of the 1980s. But, to some extent, the effect has been different from the
image. Centralised control increased under John Major at the expense of the
market, and the local, once again, lost out in terms of influence. Under Tony Blair,
the setting up of devolved and decentralised policies and governmental frame-
works has occurred within agendas set nationally. The difference between the
1980s and the present time concerns the philosophical underpinnings of the
reasons for centralisation and intervention; since the latter 1990s the imperative
has been political necessity.

Conclusions

This book has been concerned with the nature of the planning polity since 1990
and the conflicts between different tiers of government that form the planning
polity. These tensions have been caused by the release and use of national plan-
ning policy in the plan-led planning system and the expectations on the part of
local and regional actors to mark out differentiation and distinctiveness from a
national approach. At the same time, central government has utilised new means to
ensure that its agenda is not only taken into account at the local and regional
levels, but followed. In order to assess these relationships, it was necessary to set
two paradigmatic levels for analysis: a micro-political context to assess the prac-
tical and professional nature of planning in Britain from an operational perspective
that could focus in on the nature of national consistency, regional certainty and
local discretion in practice, and a macro-political context to assess the political
ideology utilised by central government to account for the changes made to
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planning and to the roles awarded to different levels of government. To some
degree, both contexts overlap, but are also distinctive. This has resulted in a more
comprehensive picture being portrayed of planning in England, Scotland and
Wales since the early 1990s than would otherwise have been the case, but it has
also allowed for different perspectives and academic critiques of planning-thinking
to be combined for analytical purposes. This has certainly made the book a chal-
lenging (and rather complex) academic project.

The subject chosen for study is an issue of concern to practitioners and aca-
demics in the field of planning but – more generally – is also of interest to political
scientists and students of government. It has debated a particularly narrow area of
governmental activity but a subject that strikes to the very heart of the planning
system and one that seems to be at the core of the tensions between the UK
government, local government, and its devolved and decentralised assemblies that
involve issues relating to policy-making and political conflict. As a transitory
subject, planning will always produce intriguing nuances that are worthy of further
in-depth study; the proposed reforms to planning will continue this assessment by
others interested in the subject. This book has taken over nine years to produce,
but more work is required to monitor the operational decisions within the planning
polity, to assess the tensions between one level of planning policy and another,
and the ideologies and practices utilised by different levels of government to
enforce change.
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