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Summary
• Our review of this paper has been informed by our in-depth research
into individuals across the UK over the past year, before and after
being forced to spend more time at home and assessing their quality
of life in their local neighbourhoods.
• While we believe the paper offers complex and thoughtful solutions
to longstanding and major problems, we have identified areas where
greater detail or further thought are needed.
• In general, we would urge the Government to clarify just how local
communities and local authorities are to be involved and supported
through this process so we can change the UK housing model
from one of short-term gain to long-term social, economic and
environmental success.
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Introduction: long-term thinking needed
The Quality of Life Foundation’s aim is to make wellbeing central to the
way we create and care for homes and communities. There is currently
too much short-term thinking in the housing sector and government at
both local and national levels, which has led to public apathy and distrust
in developers and councils. We believe the solution is long-term thinking
that prioritises people’s quality of life, by which we mean their physical,
social and psychological wellbeing.
We welcome the paper’s desire to involve local people in the planning
process as early as possible, its commitment to good design and the
recognition of the importance of local services through a (hopefully
non-negotiable) infrastructure levy. We also understand that across the
24 broad proposals, the lack of detail is acknowledged. But given the
vigorous tone of the planning white paper, where the word “speed”
appears ten times and the word “wellbeing” appears just once, it does
feel like there is a real risk of acting in haste and repenting at leisure, and
would urge the government to maintain a long-term view at all times.
A long-term view necessitates an approach that looks at the evidence
for what improves the people’s health and wellbeing and what does
not; solutions such as the extension of permitted development rights,
for example. The current evidence (according to a governmentcommissioned report) states that they create “worse-quality residential
environments”, yet such rights have been extended, which further
diminishes trust in the broader housing agenda.
A long-term view needs to be properly funded. Local Plans, at the core
of Planning for the Future, have been critically under-resourced in the
past, and planning departments are unprepared to deliver on these
promises due to decades of cuts. They also lack the technology and
know-how to develop the necessary tools to deliver change, which could
leave the floor open to unscrupulous development.
And a long-term view should be clear that planning is not the sole cause
of our housing crisis, nor is root-and-branch reform the entire solution.
A crisis of affordability and an over-emphasis on the benefits of home
ownership have played their part. And while we set (and consistently
fail to reach) targets of 300,000 units, it must be remembered that the
number of outstanding planning consents is estimated by the Local
Government Association (LGA) to exceed a million dwellings. At its
best, planning performs a public good by balancing the potential for
development with local need, and can add considerable social, economic
and environmental value to a development.
It is timely that the release of the white paper coincides with what we
have learned that communities really need from their homes. Over the
past year, we have developed a quality of life framework based on
health, control, belonging, movement, wonder and nature. We have
therefore organised our response to cover each of the six points.
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Areas for consideration, based on the Quality of Life Framework
1. Health: net zero by 2050 is too late.
Our health and wellbeing relies on the health of the planet, so
any planning strategy must prioritise the decarbonisation of our
built environment.
The recognition that the planning system should support the
government’s “efforts to combat climate change” is commendable,
but there is little detail on how this is to be done. And while the
government’s expectation for new homes to produce 75-80 per cent
lower CO2 emissions by 2025 is a positive step, its ultimate goal for zero
carbon by 2050 is not consistent with emerging data on decarbonisation.
We need to work harder and faster.
Whatever we build today will be around for generations to come, so we
must prioritise efforts to mitigate climate change. The changes outlined
therefore need to fit it within a wider vision for sustainable growth, in
which changes to planning are integrated with the Climate Change Act,
involving substantial government investment in retrofitting existing
properties, as well as a commitment to reach zero carbon by 2040.
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2. Control: will the reforms increase or reduce community involvement?
Regardless of tenure, a sense of control and security are essential to our
wellbeing. So we applaud the desire to “move the democracy forward
in the planning process”. We agree that we need to give people greater
influence over decisions in their local area and to back local authorities in
enabling that process.
However, local plans need to be based on intelligent, long-term,
continuous information gathering, not a potentially hurried snapshot
every seven years. And we are concerned there is not the financial and
logistical support to do this in practice. The paper states “our reforms
will democratise the planning process by putting a new emphasis
on engagement at the plan-making stage.” For this statement to
become reality, the reforms need a clear-sighted view on how this will
be resourced. It has long been the case that engagement in planning
processes is low, and many find it highly inaccessible for many reasons.
We need a new model of engagement that talks to people in plain
English, and seeks to understand what people value in their local areas
and what they need in order to design for their futures. Rather than
framing engagement within the notion of “beauty”, we would ask that
any engagement prioritises improvements to the built environment
that deliver on economic, social and environmental sustainability. As an
organisation, we would place particular emphasis on the social value of
improving people’s wellbeing and, reciprocally, the health of the planet.
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3. Belonging: What about social housing?
One of the desirable conditions of any place in which people live must
be that they feel ‘at home’ in it. Neighbourhoods that provide homes
for people with a mix of incomes, ages and backgrounds, in a variety of
tenures, are invariably the most successful because this fosters a sense of
belonging and community. Our research also shows how much younger
people in particular have been affected by lockdown and the difficulties
of housing affordability.
The paper explicitly supports home ownership and makes provision
for affordable housing through the new Infrastructure Levy, but there
remain significant questions over how the new Levy will be implemented
and how it will be balanced by central government investment in social
housing. Places cannot be open to different types of people if different
types of people cannot afford to live there.
We believe that local authorities and local people have the greatest
vested interest in the long-term success of their communities. So, to back
up the changes proposed to local plans, we would recommend explicit
financial support for local authorities to build in areas where homes are
needed most and where they do the least environmental harm, combined
with compulsory purchase orders to facilitate the right kind of building in
the right places.
Ultimately, the market cannot and will not provide all the affordable
housing that this country needs, so we need a joined-up approach
in which national government invests in local government and
local communities.
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4. Wonder: Are design codes enough?
We believe in the importance of instilling a sense of wonder in any new
development, which includes the identity that a place has through the
way it’s designed. We applaud the use of design codes to ensure that
“growth” areas achieve their full potential, but would caution their use
on two counts:
• Design codes are only ever as good as the client and architect who
interpret them. A prime concern for many around the UK are the
homogeneous and unsustainable red-brick developments that are
built every year around the UK. Any design code must therefore
be prescriptive, but not to the extent that it encourages such
unsustainable and homogeneous developments to continue. Unless
we start to value good design and all that it can inform and improve
– from road layout to housing density, housing typology to climate
mitigation techniques – then we will continue to see the substandard
housing that we have, sadly, become accustomed to today.
• Design codes are not a panacea for red tape. Zoning systems require
a great many regulations to deal with uses in each zone, which can
increase rather than decrease the legislative complexity. To make
zoning systems work will require an increased investment in local
authority planning departments. Given the way in which planning
departments’s budgets have been cut repeatedly over the past ten
years, and the prospect of further restrictions as a result of another
recession, we are concerned how the necessary skills and investment
are going to be secured and delivered.
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5. Nature: how do you secure green infrastructure?
Almost anyone would agree that a focus on preserving and nurturing
the natural environment through design is a positive proposal. As we’ve
learned through our research conducted during lockdown, people
value access to nature more now than ever, with local parks and green
spaces key to people’s wellbeing. We welcome legislation through
the Environment Bill for mandatory net gains for biodiversity as a
condition of most new development, as well as Local Nature Recovery
Strategies to secure enhancements through development schemes and
contributions.
However, it is still unclear how this will be paid for. Given the limited
resources any levy on developments will produce, we are concerned that
in the absence of other funding sources, local authorities will prioritise
affordable housing over green infrastructure, with a consequent,
detrimental impact on the bits “in between” new housing that do so
much to improve people’s wellbeing.
In addition, while in some cases “a simpler, effective approach to
assessing environmental impacts”, with “reliance no longer being placed
on generic policies in local plans” may be beneficial, this could be seen
to dilute specific environmental concerns intrinsic to certain areas. While
we wish to encourage people to engage with planning processes and
have a say in making their environments better, we must give them every
opportunity to do so, at the most local of scales.
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6. Movement: what’s all this got to do with transport infrastructure?
We welcome the commitment in the National Design Guide and National
Model Design Code to high quality cycling and walking provision. The
development of walkable neighbourhoods and the reduced need for
transportation, particularly cars, has obvious links to the development of
people’s health, wellbeing and the local economy.
Given how critical transport is to the success of the planning system
and the quality of life outcomes of people across the country, it is
surprising how little focus on transport there is in the White Paper. The
risk of growth in inappropriate / poorly-served locations will increase car
dependence and have a detrimental impact on people’s health, so how
will growth locations will be identified to avoid car-dependent sprawl?
A commitment to active transport policies ultimately relies on properly
devolved health and wellbeing and integrated health services, but
because of successive spending cuts over the past 10 years, local
authorities have tended to focus excessively on economic growth and
economic resilience rather than health. Cuts to local services are likely
to continue as we enter what promises to be a severe recession due to
the effects of Covid and a hard Brexit. So, how can we ensure that local
authorities have the support and resources to provide the local transport
solutions that are best for their community?
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Linked to the above, there’s a failure to engage with how growth
will be supported by sustainable infrastructure. While a simpler and
more reliable infrastructure contributions regime is welcome, there
is insufficient focus on tasking and equipping local authorities with
leading on this. Focusing more on the planned provision of sustainable
infrastructure (eg as opposed to design guides) would be a direct
way to improve the quality of the built environment and help to
diversify the market.
Finally - and crucially - how are highways and planning authorities to
work together better? This is a major historical problem given the way
Highways Engineers often plan new developments with over-emphasis
on cars. If rebuilding the planning system, why not look at these
fundamentals too?
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Conclusion
We, like many in the industry, are nervous about the changes being
suggested in the planning white paper. We would caution the
government that too much emphasis on the planning system as the
cause of the UK’s housing crisis forgets about the problems of land
acquisition and supply. What is in the paper contains too little detail to
know what any final legislation will contain and how it will integrate with
other legislation, particularly with regard to the climate change. When
it comes to housing provision, government (both local and national) and
the industry all suffer from a lack of public trust, and we are concerned
that the changes outlined will not remedy that situation. They could
make matters worse, by failing to provide the environmental standards,
social housing provision, community consultation and local authority
support that is needed to resolve some of the endemic problems within
the housing industry.
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