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          27th October 2020  

 

THE SOUTH HAMS SOCIETY’S RESPONSE TO THE “PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE” 

CONSULTATION 

 

The South Hams Society’s interest 

For nearly sixty years, the South Hams Society has been stimulating public interest and care for the beauty, 

history and character of the South Hams. We encourage high standards of planning and architecture that 

respect the character of the area. We aim to secure the protection and improvement of the landscape, 

features of historic interest and public amenity, and to promote the conservation of the South Hams as a 

living, working environment.  We take the protection of the South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural 

Beauty very seriously and work hard to increase people's knowledge and appreciation of our precious 

environment. We support the right development in the right places.   

Given the importance of the government White Paper “Planning for the Future” and its potential impact on 

the South Hams, the Society decided to respond to the consultation on behalf of our members, many of 

whom are deeply concerned about what is proposed. Our response falls into two parts; the first part 

contains some background on the South Hams area and comments addressing the five key measures, the 

second contains our responses to the consultation questions (as they appear online). 

 

PART I:  CONTEXT AND COMMENTS ON THE KEY MEASURES 

The South Hams District 

The South Hams is rather charmingly described as ‘Somewhere Special’ on the road sign from Torquay.  The 

district is the 41st largest with an area of 342.28 sq. miles (886.51 km2).  It has two protected areas within 

its boundary, part of the Dartmoor National Park (165 Km2) and the coastal South Devon Area of 

Outstanding Natural Beauty (337 Km2).  This gives an overall protected area of 502 Km2 which means that 

56.6% of the South Hams is a highly protected landscape.  92% of the South Hams is classed as rural. 

Much of the unprotected land to the west is being consumed by the new town of Sherford (formerly a 

farm) with an eventual size of 7,000 dwellings just outside Plymouth and 2,000 homes at Woolwell north of 

Plymouth. 

During the 1960s and 70s, the village of Plympton was swallowed up to become part of Plymouth and the 

small village of Ivybridge, in the foothills of Dartmoor National Park (DNP), became the South Hams’ largest 

town.  From Plymouth towards Kingsbridge the A379 is the South Devon AONB boundary that veers north 

at the village of Aveton Gifford to follow the Avon valley area of AONB up towards the DNP.  This area 

contains the villages of Brixton, Yealmpton and Modbury all part of the AONB boundary.  This leaves very 
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little land within the ‘unprotected’ area which falls between the AONB and the A38 Devon Express Way 

with Dartmoor National Park on the other side. 

Turning to the east, Torbay is now spilling out over the hills into the setting of the South Devon Area of 

Outstanding Natural Beauty.  Eight miles from Torbay is the ancient town of Totnes, at the head of the Dart 

Estuary and on the boundary of the AONB, now with the honour of having the worst air quality 

environment within the South Hams District. 

When you leave the few main roads inside and outside of the protected landscapes, you encounter single 

track lanes with passing places, high Devon hedgerows and steep rolling hills.  It has its own natural 

protection against development because of the impossibly narrow lanes. Public transport is very limited 

and, together with the limited access to decent, year round work for residents, this makes sustainable 

development in this area problematic.  

 

Many areas outside the protected landscaped (shown in darker green) are just as valued 
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As a result of the significant areas of protected landscapes within the South Hams District and much of the 
remaining landscape being unsustainable for development, overall house prices are remain high. So for this 
area, the supply and demand theory for controlling affordability is bound to fail. 
 
Against this background we turn to the consultation document. 
 
Foreword from the Prime Minister “This paper [proposes a planning system that]...actively encourages 
sustainable, beautiful, safe and useful development rather than obstructing it...that gives you a greater say 
over what gets built in your community...that gives the people of this country the homes we need in the 
places we want to live at prices we can afford..” 
 
To say that this introduction does not match up to the proposals that follow is a serious understatement.  
 
Foreword from the Secretary of State - “Our proposals seek….a more predictable system... We will build 
environmentally friendly homes that will not need to be retrofitted in the future, homes with green spaces 
and new parks close at hand, where tree lined streets are the norm... local democracy and accountability 
will now be enhanced by technology and transparency…” 
 
The first statement may sadly be true and there is a promise in the proposals that new streets will be tree 
lined, but otherwise the miss-selling is clear. The system will be more predictable for developers since it is 
being radically changed for the benefit of developers. There does appear to be an aim to build homes that 
may not need retrofitting in the future but this is hardly an environmental aim to be proud of. Contrary to 
the announcement by the Secretary of State that the proposals do not impose any binding requirements at 
all for green spaces, new parks, numbers of trees or environmental standards and local democracy and 
accountability, far from being enhanced by these proposals, these will be fundamentally undermined and 
damaged.  
 
To follow are a summary of the five key proposals in the White Paper and our response to each: 
 
First: “To streamline the planning process with more democracy taking place more effectively at the plan 
making stage (“[we] will replace the entire corpus of plan making law to achieve this) 
 
The assumption appears to be that we need less planning regulation and simpler rules - an automated, 
centralized system with far fewer rules, that does not allow for discretion or local variation, that depends 
on technology rather than people and that enables developers to get the decisions they want at the 
greatest speed. 
 
The idea of simplifying the planning system appears superficially attractive, but in reality the proposal is to 
centralize planning decisions, take away local control and to make life simpler for developers. 
 
While the current planning system is not perfect, it does at least offer some local accountability. What is 
needed is more and much better planning regulation as well as local planning departments that are 
properly resourced, properly skilled and empowered to act with true independence in the interests of local 
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people, whose voices need to be properly heard. We are told that the current system has lost public trust - 
this is true. The system struggles to function as a result of spending cuts - it is noted on page 56 of the 
White Paper that spending per person on local authority planning and development is down 60%.   
 
Currently central government imposes requirements to meet the needs of developers on local authorities, 
who are obliged to implement those requirements. But the needs of developers do not meet the needs of 
local people - particularly young people - and so people switch off and lose trust in the system. A new 
system that takes the assessment of housing need away from local people entirely cannot possibly 
generate more public trust. 
 
The new proposals will require every area to have a local plan in place within 30 months and will give 
developers free reign if the deadline is not adhered to. Local Plans must address the new houses quota 
imposed by central government for that area and must designate land as either for growth, renewal or 
protection.  Once an area has been designated for growth or renewal then planning permission is 
automatically granted to developers “through a new permission route which gives automatic consent if the 
scheme meets design and other prior approval requirements under the fast track to beauty proposals” (see 
below).  The only input that local people will have will be to express a view as to which land should be 
designated for growth/renewal and which not.  It is not clear at all the extent to which these views will be 
taken into account or how they will be taken into account.  Once an area for growth has been determined, 
the algorithm imposes a quota that cannot be opposed at local level.  So if the number of houses is 
imposed and a national design code is imposed, developers already have planning permission in principle 
and no specific plans for a site need to be approved - what is left to local people to determine?  
 
We are particularly concerned about protection for the South Devon AONB.  Protection for the AONB has 
largely failed and we see nothing in the proposals that leads us to think that the AONB will be better 
protected in the future.  We are concerned to see that even obviously valuable natural assets such as 
Ancient Woodlands are not automatically in the ‘protected’ category.  How can this be justified?  
 
There is beautiful countryside and small towns and villages in the South Hams outside the AONB that 
should be protected. If the AONB is to be protected from (further) development then any land outside the 
AONB will inevitably face even greater pressure because of its proximity to it.  
 
Second: “We will take a radical, digital first approach to modernise the planning process. This means 
moving from a process based on documents to a process driven by data”  
 
This is explained further: “ We want to move to a position where all ...policies are written in machine 
readable format so that wherever  feasible they can be used by digital services ...This will significantly 
increase clarity for those wishing to bring forward development, enabling automation of more binary 
considerations”.  The objective appears to be planning by algorithms and computer programmes. Machines 
will determine what is built, in what numbers and where, with the least possible human intervention. How 
can we possibly believe this will result in “beautiful sustainable communities where neighbours are not 
strangers…” “where new residents will gain from more affordable, green and beautiful homes near to 
where they want to live and work”?  
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The proposals will “Insist local plans are built on standardised, digitally consumable rules and data” - so the 
one area where the public will be able to express views - local plans - seeks standardised digitally 
consumable views only. The proposals will “enhance digital engagement with communities as part of 
decision making around spending priorities”.  For all the digital promises, it seems that the proposals will 
deliver only an engagement with the public or a seeking of views. The public is not being promised a real 
say in matters. 
 
We are also concerned that by focussing solely on “digitally consumable views” will lead to older people 
being further excluded from the planning process. 
 
Third: “To bring a new focus on design and sustainability” 
 
The proposals apparently expect “new developments to be more beautiful and create a net gain not just 
no net harm.” They support “net gains for biodiversity” and “actively address the challenges of climate 
change”. “We will leave an inheritance of environmental improvement - with environmental assets 
protected, more green spaces  ... new homes that are much more energy efficient”. These are empty 
words. There are no minimum standards proposed for green spaces, density of building, number or ratio of 
trees to be planted, or energy efficiency.  Whether a particular housing development is beautiful will be 
judged according to whether it meets the requirements of formulas A, B or C. Other than an aim to avoid 
new housing having to be retrofitted, and a promise that there will be trees in new streets, there are no 
specific measures at all in the proposals to ensure that will enable the UK to meet its net zero emissions 
target by 2050 or to reverse or even halt its failure to meet biodiversity targets. 
 
The white paper promises: “Our reforms will leave an inheritance of environmental improvement - with 
environmental assets protected, more green spaces provided …. new places that can become the heritage 
of the future…” The proposed reforms will do nothing of the sort; quite the opposite in fact.  As Damian 
Green, Conservative MP for Ashford in Kent noted in the recent House of Commons debate about these 
proposals:  “We are in danger of turning the garden of England into a patio”. The South Hams would be 
concreted over with even more identikit mass housing developments of executive homes that will continue 
to fail to meet local housing needs and can never be unbuilt.  
 
It is proposed that the new “simpler framework” will focus on design and high quality new homes, and will 
protect our “unmatchable architectural heritage” and natural environment. This illogical, untenable 
approach is like asserting that the deregulation of casinos would lead to a reduction in gambling.  
 
Fourth: “We will improve infrastructure delivery in all parts of the country and ensure developers play 
their part, through reform of developer contributions.” 
 
The current S.106 agreements and Community Infrastructure levy will be replaced by a “simpler” national 
levy.  The new Infrastructure Levy would be charged on the final value of a development after homes are 
sold.  In this way, we are told “it would reduce risk for developers and reduce cash flow difficulties…”  Here 
we note the concern for developer’s cash flow, rather than the nature of the levy and its true purpose. 
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Recognizing that infrastructure costs may be incurred before homes are sold, local authorities will be 
allowed to borrow against future Infrastructure Levies to fund infrastructure - although it is noted that 
these may be “volatile borrowing streams” …”we recognize that some risk is transferring to local 
authorities”. The new proposals do nothing to ensure that infrastructure is properly considered before new 
housing developments are proposed and pass new financial risks on to (already under-funded) local 
authorities. 
 
“We will aim to raise more revenue than under the current system of developer contributions and deliver at 
least as much- if not more - on site affordable housing”.  Note that there is no binding commitment to build 
a minimum amount of so called affordable housing, let alone an increased amount.  Furthermore the 
paper notes that “in the event of a market fall, we could allow local planning authorities to “flip” a 
proportion of [affordable housing] units back to market units which the developer can sell”.  In other 
words in difficult economic times the amount of affordable housing that a local authority has agreed with a 
developer can be reduced.  
 
Please see the South Hams Society’s previous comments on the Government’s refusal to properly define 
affordable housing in our response to the White Paper “Changes to the current planning system”. 
 
With house prices in the South Hams now 14 times median earnings the Government should not be 
allowed to continue to define affordable housing as being market rate less 20% (or less 30% for First 
Homes).  The Local Government Association has called for at least 100,000 units of social housing to be 
built nationally each year. Given the overwhelming need for genuinely affordable social housing in this 
region and throughout the country, it is unacceptable that this White Paper does not commit to 
significantly increasing the proportion of genuinely affordable housing. And why does the White Paper 
ignore the internationally accepted definition of affordable housing (approved by the World Bank) as being 
“housing which is deemed affordable to those with a median household income or below”?   
 
Fifth: “To ensure more land is available for the homes and development people and communities need, 
and to support renewal of our town and city centres we propose... a new nationally determined binding 
housing requirement that local planning authorities would have to deliver through their local plans..” 
 
The central algorithm that lies at the heart of the proposed new planning system imposes new housing 
quotas on local authorities that they will be unable to challenge.  Far from supporting the renewal of town 
and city centres, the algorithm generally allocates increased housing quotas to rural and semi-rural areas in 
the South of England while reducing the target for new homes for cities and towns – presumably because 
developers make greater profits building in beautiful and desirable areas like the South Hams than on 
smaller sites in inner cities. 
 
We note that according to the algorithm, the following cities would have their housing quotas significantly 
decreased: Newcastle would be down 66%, Liverpool down 59%, Sheffield down 20%, and Leeds down 
16%.  
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Meanwhile the South Hams would see its housing quota increased by 137%. This allocation defies common 
sense.  Considering the difficulties of finding sustainable locations in the South Hams, we believe these 
higher allocations will come from within the protected areas as they have in the past. 
 
This approach completely undermines the stated commitment to renew town and city centres and use 
brownfield sites in preference to greenfield ones, let alone the commitment to “level up” the North of 
England.  It will also result in catastrophic destruction of the wider environment and what remains of our 
struggling rural biodiversity. 
 
This Society is extremely concerned about the proposed new housing target of 337,000 houses a year 
according to the "revised standard method". The Government has not provided satisfactory evidence of 
the need for this dramatically increased housing target, the consequences of which will be disastrous 
 
Conclusion 
 
As laid out above, this Society strongly opposes these proposals.  
 
We urge the Government to start again with a commitment to allowing housing need to be determined by 
local people, to consider the type of housing that is truly needed rather than the needs of developers, to 
strengthen rather than weaken our local planning departments and give them proper resources, to make 
real plans that deliver on our environmental commitments rather than hollow plans that avoid any 
commitment and to preserve the beauty and character of our regions. 
 
We urge the Government to consider a major social housing programme that would enable local 
authorities to borrow funds from the Public Works Loan Fund or similar to build local social housing 
according to local need. Such a programme would have significant economic benefits - giving local 
authorities a guaranteed income stream from rents, reducing housing benefit costs and providing 
employers with a stable local workforce.  In the South Hams this would help to generate more, higher 
skilled/ better paid jobs and reduce the dependency on low paid, low skilled seasonal work.  
 
 
Next we turn to the Consultation questions. 
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PART II: RESPONSES TO THE CONSULTATION QUESTIONS 
 
 

1. What three words do you associate most with the planning system in England? 
 
Under-resourced, under- skilled, under-accountable. 
 
Do you get involved with planning decisions in your local area?  
 
Yes. 
 
2(a). If no, why not? 
 
N/A 
 
2. Our proposals will make it much easier to access plans and contribute your views to planning decisions. 
How would you like to find out about plans and planning proposals in the future?  
 
By a wide variety of means to ensure that no one is excluded.  These must continue to include site 
notices, local press but may also include new media routes. 
 
3. What are your top three priorities for planning in your local area?  
 

- Building much more social housing 
- Preserving the beauty and special character of the South Hams 
- Ensuring that any new building meets the strictest environmental standards and ensuring no 

damage to biodiversity.  
 
5. Do you agree that Local Plans should be simplified in line with our proposals?  
 
No - see Part I comments above under the ‘first proposal’. 
 
Local plans should reflect local diversity, local views and local needs.  They should not be watered down 
to accommodate a “one size fits all” approach. Communities must have the opportunity to comment at 
outline planning stage as it is important to have local input.  It is the local community who understand 
their environment best, historical issues of their landscape that could prevent development causing 
environmental impacts and harm to protected sites, flooding etc. 
 
We oppose the overall idea of the three categories for land use. We are concerned about the level of 
protection for the South Devon AONB. The current system has failed to protect our AONB and we do not 
see how the proposed new system will do better - no enhanced powers or resources are proposed for 
AONB authorities for example. See general comments. 
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6. Do you agree with our proposals for streamlining the development management content of Local Plans, 
and setting out general development management policies nationally? 
 
No - see Part I comments under the first proposal. 
 
We strongly oppose the move from local to national decision making.  This would be an undemocratic 
move.  It must remain the case that local people are in control of their own environment that they live in 
and are affected by. Local Plans should be formed by people with the best knowledge of their 
surroundings – that is, local people. 
 
7(a). Do you agree with our proposals to replace existing legal and policy tests for Local Plans with a 
consolidated test of “sustainable development”, which would include consideration of environmental 
impact?  
 
We welcome any proposals to increase environmental protection - although no details have actually 
been provided in this paper. We are not opposed to the idea of local design guides although we are 
sceptical about the notion of standardized formulae for determining good design/beauty. 
 
7(b). How could strategic, cross-boundary issues be best planned for in the absence of a formal Duty to 
Cooperate? 
 
No comment. 
 
8(a). Do you agree that a standard method for establishing housing requirements (that takes into account 
constraints) should be introduced?  
 
We are strongly opposed to the new algorithm and any new method that takes the assessment of local 
housing need away from local people. 
 
8(b). Do you agree that affordability and the extent of existing urban areas are appropriate indicators of 
the quantity of development to be accommodated? 
 
No.  Affordability has no relevance to supply and demand and is more often generated by 
environmental, quality of life and facility factors.  Genuine affordability needs to be addressed, see Part I 
comments in relation to the Fourth key proposal. 
 
9(a). Do you agree that there should be automatic outline permission for areas for substantial development 
(Growth areas) with faster routes for detailed consent? 
 
No. The views of local people must be considered at all stages of the planning process.  The community 
must have the right to be heard. 
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9(b). Do you agree with our proposals above for the consent arrangements for Renewal and Protected 
areas? 
 
No. The views of local people must be considered at all stages of the planning process.  
 
9(c). Do you think there is a case for allowing new settlements to be brought forward under the Nationally 
Significant Infrastructure Projects regime?  
 
No. The views of local people must be considered at all stages of the planning process 
 
10. Do you agree with our proposals to make decision-making faster and more certain? 
 
No. See Part I comments.  Speed and certainty are no substitute for properly considered decisions. 
Building something/anything is not the answer to the housing problem. 
 
11. Do you agree with our proposals for accessible, web-based Local Plans? 
 
No. While we support the principle of more information being digitally available, we are concerned that 
too much reliance on digitally available information will inevitably exclude certain groups in society - 
particularly the elderly.  See also under Part I and the Second key proposal (page 4).  
 
12. Do you agree with our proposals for a 30 month statutory timescale for the production of Local Plans?  
 
No - Local Plans are inevitably complex and it takes time to engage local communities and organize a 
response.  The product of the Local Plan has permanent impacts on the environment and must not be 
rushed. 
 
13(a). Do you agree that Neighbourhood Plans should be retained in the reformed planning system?  
 
Yes. 
 
13(b). How can the neighbourhood planning process be developed to meet our objectives, such as in the use 
of digital tools and reflecting community preferences about design?  
 
We do not believe the neighbourhood planning process should be changed to meet the objectives of 
these planning proposals. Local plans should be strengthened to give people more say on the amount 
and type of housing.  
 
14. Do you agree there should be a stronger emphasis on the build out of developments? And if so, what 
further measures would you support?  
 
We agree that once planning permission has been secured, developers should be required to make use 
of that planning permission within a specified period or lose it altogether. 
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15. What do you think about the design of new development that has happened recently in your area? 
 
Mostly developments have been ugly or uninspiring, are too large and too dense. In particular, overly 
large homes have been built at very high prices which absolutely fail to meet the local housing need, 
particularly in relation to low median wage levels. 
 
Modern developments are designed by the house builder to maximise profit.  They fit in the maximum 
number of residential units, with small square lawns and fences, and a cursory nod to a few trees – for 
which there is no maintenance plan - if we are lucky.  
 
Developments locations are now being built in areas that had previously been resisted for years. This 
destruction of the natural environment with little or no housing gain for local people makes us all poorer 
in the end.  
 
The following photos may help to illustrate this.  
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Image 1:  The pre-development fate of a Devon hedgerow aged over 180 years old 
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Image 2:  Fields cleared of all life in readiness for 94 new houses, just outside Kingsbridge overlooking the South Devon AONB  
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Image 3:  All soils transported away 
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Image 4:  Three storey dwellings start to rise, as viewed from within the AONB 
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16. Sustainability is at the heart of our proposals. What is your priority for sustainability in your area? 
 
We have to reduce commuting.  Currently we are building housing where there is no work and no 
prospect of work, relying on vehicles for travel considerable distances. We need less reliance on cars, 
viable public transport, more green and open spaces, energy efficiency of new buildings more trees.   

All of these aspects are important but also the impact of new housing on existing communities - what is 
the appropriate number of new houses for a particular town or village to absorb without damaging the 
environment, the character of the settlement and infrastructure? 
 

17. Do you agree with our proposals for improving the production and use of design guides and codes?  

While we would support codes for green spaces and trees - that would impose minimum requirements 
on all developments, we are sceptical about national design codes that seek to define beauty according 
to formulae. See however previous comments on local design guides. 

 
18. Do you agree that we should establish a new body to support design coding and building better places, 
and that each authority should have a chief officer for design and place-making?  
 
We could support the development of a local design code but NOT the imposition of nationally set 
design codes. 
 
19. Do you agree with our proposal to consider how design might be given greater emphasis in the 
strategic objectives for Homes England? 
  
We deplore the low quality design of many recent housing developments and we would support 
measures to improve design when set at the local level. 
 
20. Do you agree with our proposals for implementing a fast-track for beauty?  
 
No. We see nothing in these proposals which could lead to beauty.   
 
21. When new development happens in your area, what is your priority for what comes with it?  
 
Our priorities would be more genuinely affordable and well-designed housing, more/better 
infrastructure that meets environmental needs, stronger environmental standards generally, real 
protection for the AONB.  
 
22(a). Should the government replace the Community Infrastructure Levy and Section 106 planning 
obligations with a new consolidated Infrastructure Levy, which is charged as a fixed proportion of 
development value above a set threshold?  
 
See Part 1 comments under the Fourth proposal, page 5. 
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22(b). Should the Infrastructure Levy rates be set nationally at a single rate, set nationally at an area-
specific rate, or set locally? 
 
No comment. 
 
22(c). Should the Infrastructure Levy aim to capture the same amount of value overall, or more value, to 
support greater investment in infrastructure, affordable housing and local communities?  
 
As for 22(a).  
  
22(d). Should we allow local authorities to borrow against the Infrastructure Levy, to support infrastructure 
delivery in their area?  
 
As for 22(a).  
 
23. Do you agree that the scope of the reformed Infrastructure Levy should capture changes of use through 
permitted development rights? 
 
No comment.  
  
24(a). Do you agree that we should aim to secure at least the same amount of affordable housing under 
the Infrastructure Levy, and as much on-site affordable provision, as at present?  
 
No. Far more affordable housing needs to be provided than at present and it needs to be genuinely 
affordable according to the internationally accepted definition - see Part 1 comments, page 6.  
 
24(b). Should affordable housing be secured as in-kind payment towards the Infrastructure Levy, or as a 
‘right to purchase’ at discounted rates for local authorities?  
 
No comment. 
 
24(c). If an in-kind delivery approach is taken, should we mitigate against local authority overpayment 
risk? 
 
Per Part I – We oppose any new financial risk to local authorities. 

24(d). If an in-kind delivery approach is taken, are there additional steps that would need to be taken to 
support affordable housing quality?  
 
No comment. 
  
25. Should local authorities have fewer restrictions over how they spend the Infrastructure Levy? 
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No comment. 
  
25(a). If yes, should an affordable housing ‘ring-fence’ be developed? 
  
See general comments. 
 
26. Do you have any views on the potential impact of the proposals raised in this consultation on people 
with protected characteristics as defined in section 149 of the Equality Act 2010?  
 
We believe that the proposals contained in this white paper and in the previous (recent) planning white 
paper would have a disproportionately adverse impact on those in need of genuinely affordable 
housing.  Inadequate provision is made for those in need of such housing. As such these proposals do 
not support “inclusive and mixed communities” as asserted because local residents, especially young 
ones, are forced away by the high prices.   
 
We note that clause 6.7 of the section on Equalities Impacts refers to broadening “access to planning” 
for people in diverse groups. In our view it is broadening “access to housing” which is the key issue 
missing from these proposals.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Consultation response submitted by Sarah Linton, on behalf of the South Hams Society 


