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his, in a nutshell, is CPRE’s whole objection  
to the way the Government is approaching 
planning reform – if the Government really 
wants to get more houses built they need to 

do more to make developers build houses for which 
they already have permission rather than continuing 
to attack the planning system. The current emphasis 
on deregulation risks destroying our democratic 
planning system and unnecessarily losing vast 
swathes of our beautiful countryside.

Of course, CPRE wants to see houses built –  
but the right houses in the right places. It is not  
the planning system that is preventing houses  
being built. The only time we have come anywhere 
near building the volume of homes needed in this 
country is immediately after the second world war, 
when there were 35 years of publicly-funded house 

building as well as private (see Figure 1). The reliance 
on the market to create the numbers and variety of 
houses we need just doesn’t work. 

Secondly, the house building industry is 
dominated by high-volume builders. Their business 
model relies on economies of scale and their 
shareholders require maximum returns. There is  
no incentive for them to build more houses faster; 
indeed, they are incentivised to build slowly as  
this maintains house prices.

This leaflet is designed to give you a picture of 
what’s going on so you can help put pressure on the 
Government to change planning policy for the better 
– to ensure that the countryside is protected, that 
high quality houses are built where they are needed 
and that communities like your own have the power 
to influence planning decisions in your area.

Shaun Spiers, Chief Executive, CPRE, giving evidence to the House of 
Commons Communities and Local Government Select Committee 
inquiry into the NPPF consultation, 8 February 2016.

Figure 1. Housing completions in the UK, by sector, 1919-2011
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Planning reforms:
aiming at the wrong target
‘ The whole thrust of the [NPPF] consultation is 
addressing the wrong problem. Permissions are up, 
land supplies are up, and yet housebuilders aren’t 
building out the permissions they’ve got.’
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Current Government proposals being put forward in the 
Housing and Planning Bill and in the consultations on changes 
to the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) continue to 
be based on the mistaken assumption that making it easier  
to get planning permission means more sites and that leads  
to more houses being built more quickly (see Figure 2). 

There is a focus on achieving an increase in planning 
permissions for housing development at the expense of both 
local discretion in planning decisions and of achieving the 
right kind of housing development, yet the problem is in 
building out the sites that developers already have. 

What do we want? 
We believe there should be a housing delivery test but not  
the one the Government proposes that forces local authorities 
to allow building on more sites, often greenfield land, if 
housebuilding targets in plans are not met. This is a vicious 
circle that current proposals won’t solve (see Figure 3).

Instead, CPRE wants the test to be focused on developers  
so they would be expected to work with local authorities  
to build out sites within an agreed timescale once they get 
planning permission. We want:

●● housebuilding targets to be based on a realistic assessment 
of what developers and local authorities are likely to be  
able to deliver over the plan period

Current planning reforms:  
the wrong solutions  
to the wrong problems
Making more land available for housing might seem an 
easy way to get more houses built, but evidence suggests 
that more planning permissions don’t speed up building.
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Figure 2. Housing statistics in England

●● local planning authorities to work with central government, 
developers and delivery agencies to bring forward sites,  
with an emphasis on brownfield sites, that have been 
allocated for development in local and neighbourhood plans

●● developers to work with local authorities to build out  
sites within an agreed timescale once they get planning 
permission, or face losing the permission or having to pay 
financial penalties on uncompleted houses

National planning policy also needs to give more power to 
local communities to determine what types of houses are 
required in their area: we want to see the creation of a 
Neighbourhood Right of Appeal so that neighbourhood 
planning bodies can appeal against the granting of permission 
that conflicts with the policies of a made or well-advanced 
neighbourhood plan. At present we’re concerned that 
communities feel that their policies and proposals, prepared in 
good faith, may be jeopardised by decisions made on planning 
applications in their areas by local planning authorities.

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Set up to fail: 
why housing targets 
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numbers threaten  
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Source: Set up to fail: why housing targets based on flawed 
numbers threaten our countryside. CPRE, 2015
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Backing brownfield:  
making ‘brownfield 
first’ a reality
Our research shows that there is plenty of brownfield land 
available for housing and that it is faster than greenfield 
to build out: that’s where we should focus.

We’ve made some progress on convincing the Government 
about the merits of brownfield and welcomed the gradual  
shift in Government policy to do more to prioritise brownfield 
development, including the introduction of a new statutory 
register of sites, undertakings to spend up to £2.2billion to 
develop brownfield sites and the new target to achieve planning 
permissions on 90% of suitable brownfield sites by 2020. 

Investing in brownfield development brings much wider 
public benefits than greenfield in terms of regenerating 
existing communities; making better use of existing 
infrastructure; improving public health by remediating 
environmental nuisances such as contamination; and  
saving precious farmland.

Lack of land is cited by developers as a factor preventing 
building, but CPRE has identified room for at least a million 
homes on suitable brownfield sites, also known as previously 
developed land (PDL) (see Figure 4). And a recent analysis 
shows that the country’s biggest housebuilders are sitting on 
enough land to build at the very minimum 600,000 new houses1.

Brownfield development is working. New CPRE research 
from Glenigan revealed in March that brownfield sites are on 
average built out more than six months quicker than greenfield 

once they have planning permission2 (see Figure 5). Small 
brownfield sites are key to increasing the supply of new 
housing and can play an important role in maintaining the 
vitality of rural communities. 

What do we want? 
The Government should:

●● amend the NPPF to prioritise the use of suitable brownfield 
sites in urban areas over greenfield (including empowering 
councils not to allocate greenfield sites in local plans and 
refuse planning permission on greenfield sites where these 
would compete with suitable brownfield sites) and commit 
to having development started on 90% of suitable 
brownfield sites by 2020

●● make brownfield sites the first priority for any public 
funding, and prevent public funding of greenfield sites 
where these would make competing demands. The New 
Homes Bonus should be used to invest in brownfield sites

●● make clear that policy promoting brownfield focuses  
on existing towns and cities: sites of high environmental  
or heritage value should be avoided

North West

North East
Yorkshire and 
The Humber
West Midlands
East Midlands

East of England

South West

South East

London

Capacity for 976,000 homes on 
publicly identified PDL in England  

Figure 4. Housing capacity on publicly  
identified PDL in England in 2012

Figure 5. Number of weeks taken for projects to be  
completed following planning approval, by size of scheme

1 The Guardian, 2015: http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/dec/30/revealed-housebuilders-sitting-on-450000-plots-of-undeveloped-land
2 Glenigan and CPRE. Brownfield comes first: why brownfield development works. CPRE: 2016

Source: Glenigan and CPRE. Brownfield comes first:  
why brownfield development works. CPRE, 2016

Source: From Wasted Space to Living Spaces: The availability of 
brownfield land for housing development in England. CPRE, 2014
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But the amount of housing development being allowed in  
the Green Belt is growing massively, as shown by research  
on separate stages of the planning pipeline carried out by 
CPRE3 and Glenigan4. DCLG has stood by while up to 225,000 
houses have been proposed in various local plans.

The Government’s current proposals on the NPPF seek to 
make national planning policy more supportive of small sites 
for housing outside of settlement boundaries, starter homes 
on Green Belt sites supported by neighbourhood plans, and a 
more relaxed approach to brownfield sites in the Green Belt. 
Such proposals seriously undermine Green Belt protection,  
as well as the ability of communities to focus attention on 
urban brownfield opportunities.

Green Belt:  
still under siege
Last year the Prime Minister told CPRE president  
Andrew Motion: ‘Green Belt land is extremely precious. 
Protecting the lungs around our cities is paramount for 
me ... Councils are exempt from meeting local housing 
need if constraints like Green Belt make it impossible.’ 

What do we want? 
If large scale loss of Green Belt is to be prevented, the  
prime minister’s words need to be reflected in reality.  
There needs to be:

●● detailed guidance on the exceptional circumstances 
required to justify releasing Green Belt land for 
development: it should be a tough test

●● strengthened protection of both Green Belts and nationally 
designated landscapes to deliver on the Government’s 
commitments to their protection

●● neighbourhood plans should only allow development in 
Green Belt when this consists of small-scale well-designed 
affordable housing for local needs and where the site is 
shown to be the least harmful option for the Green Belt

3 CPRE. Green Belt under siege: the NPPF three years on. CPRE: 2015
4 Glenigan for Radio 4 File on 4 Housing Blight? 14 June 2015

Ribble valley flood plain
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Yet housing association tenants are being given the right to 
buy their properties. At the same time, public subsidy is 
shifting from social homes for rent, affordable in perpetuity,  
to discounted ‘Starter Homes’ for first-time buyers, which can  
be sold on the open market at full price after five years. 

House prices are higher in rural areas and wages lower.  
In the West Midlands, where the gap is greatest, the average 
rural home cost £252,927 in 2015 compared with £168,317 for 
an urban home6. By contrast, rural wages across the country 
are nearly £5,000 a year lower and the gap is growing7.

While the Government’s proposed Starter Homes could be  
a part of meeting local housing needs, there are insufficient 
guarantees that they will be affordable for people most in  
need of housing, particularly in rural areas, or provide a more 
affordable option for local people in perpetuity. Indeed, none 

Affordable Housing:
priced out of the countryside
Just 8% of housing in the countryside is considered 
affordable in contrast to 20% in urban areas, and many 
villages suffer from the sale and non-replacement of 
council houses5. 

of the housing proposals are ‘rural proofed’: the specific needs 
of rural areas must be addressed in all these changes. 

What do we want?
The Government needs to rural proof its housing and planning 
proposals. It should:

●● give local planning authorities discretion to exclude Starter 
Homes on Rural Exception Sites. Starter Homes should not 
be allowed to be built on Rural Exception Sites unless they 
remain ‘in perpetuity’ and deliver a significant increase in 
the supply of affordable homes

●● give a rural exemption to Right to Buy

5 Department for Communities and Local Government, English Housing Survey 2011, published July 2013 (the most recent edition that supplies these figures)
6 Halifax, 2015. http://www.lloydsbankinggroup.com/globalassets/documents/media/press-releases/halifax/2015/lbg.com-151030-rural-areas-review-final.pdf
7 Rural earnings, Defra 2014: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/288977/Earnings_March_2014.pdf

Abbotsbury village, Dorset



Keep up to date with our  
campaigns through signing  
up for our newsletter: 
www.cpre.org.uk/
campaignsupdate
Donating: 
http://www.cpre.org.uk/donate
Joining us: 
http://www.cpre.org.uk/join

Our objectives

We campaign for a sustainable future  
for the English countryside, a vital  
but undervalued environmental, 
economic and social asset to the nation. 
We highlight threats and promote 
positive solutions. Our in-depth research 
supports active campaigning, and we 
seek to influence public opinion and 
decision-makers at every level.

Our values

●● We believe that a beautiful, tranquil, 
diverse and productive countryside  
is fundamental to people’s quality  
of life, wherever they live

●● We believe the countryside should  
be valued for its own sake

●● We believe the planning system  
should protect and enhance the 
countryside in the public interest

CPRE fights for a better future for 
England’s unique, essential and 
precious countryside. From giving 
parish councils expert advice on 
planning issues to influencing 
national and European policies,  
we work to protect and enhance  
the countryside.

Many communities feel their voices aren’t being heard 
in the important decisions being taken about their 
countryside. The proposed changes to planning policy 
outlined in this leaflet will make that worse.

So what can you do?

We need to create political pressure on 
decision makers at local, regional and 
national level, and use our influence to 
make change. We need MPs hearing 
from constituents so that in turn they 
raise concerns about these proposals 
with relevant Ministers. 

The most effective action you could take 
over the next couple of months would be 
to write to or meet your MP (http://www.
parliament.uk/mps-lords-and-offices/
mps/) to raise these concerns and ask 
them to raise them with Greg Clark, 
Secretary of State for Communities and 
Local Government. You can send them 
this leaflet or copy out relevant text  
from it.

Or you can go to this link to generate a 
standard letter to your MP. E action: 
www.cpre.org.uk/nppf

You might also consider raising concerns 
with the leader of your local planning 
authority (district, borough or National 
Park) to highlight the extent to which the 
Government’s proposals are taking away 
their discretion and forcing them to 
accept even more development than had 
been the case under the previous, highly 
unpopular system of regional plans.

Please let us know what you do,  
and send us any feedback you receive  
in response to your lobbying to 
parliamentary@cpre.org.uk

Campaign to Protect Rural England
5-11 Lavington Street
London SE1 0NZ

T 020 7981 2800  
F 020 7981 2899
E info@cpre.org.uk
www.cpre.org.uk

     @CPRE
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