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Annex 2

Comments of Head of Sustainable Development

The PLANNING White Paper 

1. The proposals in the Planning White Paper to reform the planning of nationally significant infrastructure have attracted most attention. However, other proposed changes to the planning system could be equally significant.
2. The proposals for national policy statements, the streamlining of procedures and rationalisation of the different consent regimes could reduce delay and uncertainty. However, national policy statements also beg many questions, such as how locationally specific will they be?  What sort of appraisal system will national policy statements themselves need to be subject to?  What scope will there be for localities potentially affected by major developments to have an input to the development of such statements?  I think there is a need to ensure that the scrutiny of national policy statements would be truly independent before the Government adopted a statement. The White Paper proposes that this is left to parliamentary scrutiny alone.   I think that policy statements on nationally significant infrastructure should be subject to some form of independent review, particularly as some national policy statements might be locationally specific.  Such a review could be similar to the public examination of regional spatial strategies, to allow for thorough testing of the Government’s proposals. There is also need for clarity about the role of local authorities in the overall process and to ensure that local councils have a genuine role in influencing national policy. 
3. The proposal for an independent planning commission divides opinion with perhaps the main objection to it being the potential diminution of the local democratic role. Whilst there is a need to achieve a clear separation of policy and decision-making, I have concerns about a non-elected body taking decisions on infrastructure projects. It is important that new arrangements are limited to the few projects that are of clear national significance and that the role of strategic planning and transport authorities in determining major minerals, waste and highway proposals is not diminished. One possible alternative might be to give more development control responsibilities to upper tier authorities, as was the case in the 1970s (for example, it was Oxfordshire County Council which granted planning permission for the JET building at Culham).  There have already been suggestions from some quarters that small and medium energy-related developments should be county matters, on the basis that they raise similar sorts of issues to minerals and waste developments.

4. The provision of   more strategic and more focussed national planning policy guidance is to be supported, provided it gives the clear framework that local authorities need. There are concerns about any significant loss of current national planning policy and guidance on minerals and waste - in particular PPS10 and MPS1 and the accompanying practice guides, which have been developed in recent years with significant input from local government and industry.  
5. The White Paper’s proposal to place planning at the heart of local government “place shaping” agenda is welcome in principle, although the key will be what this means in practice.  The preparation of the Oxfordshire Sustainable Community Strategy is based on close integration between community and spatial planning functions at county and district levels.

6. There is a pressing need for a simpler and clearer Local Development Framework process given the problems that we and many other authorities have experienced with the new system. I strongly support the proposal to remove the requirement to consult at the preferred options stage. Not only will this speed things up, but also it will make the system easier for people to understand and engage with and reduce consultation fatigue.   I also support the proposal that final consultation is carried out before submission and that, if necessary, changes can be made following consultation and before submission; and the proposal to get rid of the requirement for a separate examination of the statement of community involvement.  There are few if any professionals involved in the planning system who would agree with the Government’s claim that the changes to the development plan system introduced by the 2004 Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act have simplified or speeded up the system.  These latest proposals may effectively be seen as an acknowledgement that some of the 2004 changes were a mistake, as many argued at the time.

7. In bringing forward changes the Government must recognise that county level minerals and waste frameworks raise significantly different issues to district frameworks. The government needs to ensure the development framework system can be implemented flexibly to accommodate these differences whilst providing sufficient clarity in guidance for planning authorities to be certain of producing sound development plan documents. 
8. As part of the detailed changes  to the local plan making process  to be consulted on in the autumn  the Government propose to clarify the soundness test on implementation so that local authorities  demonstrate when infrastructure that is required to facilitate development will be delivered. Steps that assist local authorities’ ability to ensure that infrastructure is delivered, particularly in relation to strategic sites,  are to be welcomed. 

9. The proposal for planning performance agreements for major planning applications, which means authorities will not be subject to the 13 week target for determining an application, is particularly useful. The proposal has the potential to enable the delivery of quality decisions in sensible time periods.  Increases to planning applications fees are also to be supported although there is a related issue of how funding is apportioned between county and district authorities.  For example, major housing applications made to district councils raise significant resourcing issues for the County Council, and very often the main issues for S106 agreements relate to county functions such as education and transport.

10. Proposed responses to detailed questions in the Planning White Paper are set out in Annex 1 to the report to Cabinet (CA18).
The Energy White Paper 

11. The County Council has welcomed the Climate Change Bill which sets out the government’s goal to reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 60% from 1990 levels by 2050. Tackling climate change is an important priority for the County Council, including action to reduce its carbon footprint and energy costs, and working with local businesses and other partners to encourage better standards of energy conservation and renewable energy in new buildings. 

12. The County Council endorsed proposals in the Climate Change Bill for the UK to move to a system of carbon management based upon statutory carbon budgets. The White Paper sets out a proposed mandatory Carbon Reduction Commitment for business and large local government organisations. Oxfordshire County Council is unlikely to exceed the stated 6,000MW electricity threshold for participation in the scheme. 

13. The County Council should emphasise that the starting point for an energy strategy is saving energy.  Concerted action on this should be factored into the energy demand estimates on which the needs for new power facilities are based.  Moreover, I think that the Council should make the point that no new nuclear capacity should be commissioned unless and until the Government has decided on proposals for secure permanent disposal of radioactive waste. As well as being sound policy towards  a new generation of nuclear power stations , this should also help galvanise action on the disposal  of existing  radioactive waste , removing the need  for Harwell to continue to store on site its own legacy of radioactive waste 

14. Neither the White Paper nor the related consultation on nuclear power set out specific proposals for new nuclear sites. The White Paper notes that industry   has indicated that the most viable sites are likely to be adjacent to existing nuclear power stations. The emphasis is on providing the right framework for the market to bring forward specific proposals. This could however be a major issue for Oxfordshire with the closure in the next ten years of Didcot A. The County Council on 19 June 2007 noted with concern the recommendation to the Government from consultants that the Harwell /Didcot area should be considered as a very suitable location for a new nuclear power station. The Council’s concern relates to several associated issues, including the inadequate transport infrastructure in the area (particularly on A34); water supply; the danger of a nuclear facility in a densely populated area; and the lack of a strategy for safely storing nuclear waste and /or disposing of it permanently.

15. It is important also that the Government recognise and resolve as a matter of urgency the potential conflict between Harwell’s role as a world class science and innovation campus and possible site for a nuclear power station.
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