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English Devolution and Community Empowerment Bill - Better Planning
Coalition briefing for Lords report stage

About the Better Planning Coalition

The Better Planning Coalition (BPC) represents over 40 organisations working across the
environment, housing, planning, landscape, heritage and transport sectors concerned with
planning in the public interest.!

Summary of main points
This briefing focuses on the interactions between the English Devolution Bill and the
planning system.

Together with the Planning and Infrastructure Act (which introduces spatial development
strategies for this strategic layer of government), this Bill will create a very powerful regional
layer of authorities covering planning, housing and transport (particularly the combination
of these powers. The Bill also aims to provide a long-term settlement for devolution rather
than needing to be revisited in primary legislation.

For these reasons, during the progress of the Bill in the Commons and at Lords second
reading we called for improvements to the Bill to make sure it gets it right first time. These
included:
1. The need for sufficient scrutiny of strategic mayors and authorities
2. Ensuring strategic mayors and authorities meet the needs of rural areas
3. Clearer duties on the long-term issues of climate change (including reducing
emissions and adapting to a changing climate), restoring nature and tackling health
inequalities

1. Scrutiny of strategic mayor and authorities

Given the scale of powers on offer, the Bill was light on scrutiny or consultation
requirements. The Bill was based on an inappropriate local council model of scrutiny rather
than designed for more powerful strategic authorities and did not address the challenges of
establishing a collaborative and truly independent approach to scrutiny within strategic
authorities, particularly given the larger geographies where scrutiny members may have less
experience of working together.

We therefore welcome the amendments from Government with new schedules to ensure
establishment of local scrutiny committees, with appropriate powers to hold mayors and
strategic authorities to account.

1 see https://betterplanningcoalition.com/members/ for list of members
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We support the following Government amendments (and other associated amendments
from the Minister):
e New schedule setting out the details of the proposed new scrutiny regime for
combined county authorities that are established mayoral strategic authorities
e New schedule setting out the details of the proposed new scrutiny regime for
combined authorities that are established mayoral strategic authorities
e New clause on mayoral combined authorities and CCAs: overview and scrutiny
committees

2. Addressing the needs of all areas, including rural communities

The concept of strategic authorities draws on the previous development of metro mayors
for large urban areas. Much of their focus will be on economic growth, transport and other
infrastructure, and the Government is clear that it sees cities and larger towns as the focus
for both economic growth and infrastructure investment.? There is therefore a risk that rural
communities will be sidelined as strategic authorities draw up their strategies and develop
their workplans.

We support the following amendments which seek to address this:

e Amendment to clause 2, page 2, line 24 from Baroness Bakewell of Hardington
Mandeville that seeks to include rural affairs as an area of competence of strategic
authorities

e Amendments to schedule 3 from Baroness McIntosh of Pickering that seek to ensure
that Mayors in rural areas must appoint an extra commissioner, who would have
responsibility for rural affairs (amendment to schedule 3, page 123, line 4 and
amendment to schedule 3, page 130, line 27)

e Amendment after Clause 73 from Baroness Royall of Blaisdon to require strategic
authorities and their mayors, when considering whether or how to exercise any of
their functions, to have regard to the needs of rural communities

3. Long-term issues — health, nature and climate change
We welcome the clear duty to have regard to the need to improve the health of people in
their area and reduce health inequalities (clause 44).

We believe a similar clear duty is needed on climate, nature and clear air and we supported
new clause 29 at report stage in the Commons. That amendment was backed by Labour,
Conservative, Lib Dem, Green and independent MPs. It would have required strategic
authorities and local authorities to act in accordance with the Climate Change Act and
Environmental Act targets, carbon budgets, Air Quality Standards Regulations, and climate
adaptation programme across their functions. The Secretary of State would publish
guidance to manage what will be a reasonable expectation of how they can contribute
consistent with the duty.

There are four reasons why this duty should be added to the Bill:

Zym Treasury UK Infrastructure: A 10 Year Strategy - GOV.UK, June 2025
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1. With greater power for strategic authorities should come corresponding duties
The Bill gives strategic authorities significantly enhanced powers over planning,
housing, transport, regeneration and local economic development. This extends to
direct delivery on many of these issues, going beyond the focus on strategy-setting
and partnership working of current combined authorities. Given this enhanced
power (particularly on delivery), there is a need to ensure clear responsibility to
share climate duties alongside central government.

2. The need for one clear duty rather than outdated duties drawn from disparate
legislation
Current duties for strategic authorities are drawn from disparate pieces of
legislation, reflecting the more organic and piecemeal development of devolution in
England so far. These duties have not kept pace with the development of overall
climate legislation, such as the shift to the net zero by 2050 target in 2019.

Examples of carried over duties for strategic authorities’ functions include the Local
Transport Act 2000 on local transport plans; the Planning and Infrastructure Bill on
spatial development strategies and the Housing and Regeneration Act 2008 — the
first two with different duties around climate and the last with no duties on climate.

The Bill also gives strategic authorities control of shared micromobility licensing. This
should be an opportunity to support climate and health goals if these are
incorporated in decision making through a combined climate and clean air duty,
alongside the health duty.

On nature, the primary current nature duty on public bodies is the biodiversity duty,
established under the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006,
amended by the Environment Act 2021. The duty requires public bodies in England
to consider and take action to conserve and enhance biodiversity. This framing
reflects a mid-2000s political understanding of biodiversity as a fixed aspect to be
considered from time to time, rather than the increasing recognition by all parties
that nature is a fast-declining asset that needs urgent intervention if it is to recover,
with consequent threats to our wider economy and society if it does not. Professor
Dasgupta’s review of the economics of biodiversity for the Treasury concluded that
our demands on the natural environment far exceed its capacity to supply us with
the goods and services we all rely on and that this endangers the prosperity of
current and future generations.?

3. Providing equivalent clarity to new health and health inequality duty in the Bill
We welcome the duty for strategic authorities to have regard to the need to improve
the health of people in their area and to reduce health inequalities (clause 44). This
provides greater clarity and focus for strategic authorities. Given air quality is so
strongly linked to health inequalities and the decisions of local political leaders can
make or break progress on air quality, there is also a strong case for including clearer
duties on air quality in the Bill. This is particularly the case given strategic authorities

3 The Economics of Biodiversity: The Dasgupta Review, HM Treasury, February 2021
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powers over transport and planning which are so important for air quality, as
highlighted in the 2022 Chief Medical Officer’s annual report.* The arguments for
one clear overarching duty on health apply equally to climate change.

4. A suitable duty for a long-term devolution settlement
The Bill aims to provide a flexible long-term settlement for devolution. Strategic
authorities’ duties on nature, clean air and climate will also need to be able to last
beyond this parliament. The UK is successfully reducing its greenhouse gas emissions
from energy generation and now needs to turn to the next big emitting sectors — our
homes and transport. Up to now, the UK has cut greenhouse gas emissions in a
relatively hidden sector. Local leaders will play a vital role to engage communities as
we tackle emissions from those sectors which are much more directly part of our
everyday lives.

Additionally, as strategic authorities extend across England and with changes in the party
political landscape, it is important that strategic authorities continue to support action on
climate change. Short-term political events should not threaten the long-term imperative to
cut emissions and adapt to a changing climate, while allowing flexibility about the political
decisions taken in support of this long-term goal.

We hope the Government brings forward its own amendment but if not, the amendment
241B at committee stage from Baroness Willis of Summertown offers a good model.

Additional amendment supported by the Better Planning Coalition: Chief planner

More than a quarter of Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) that responded to the Royal Town
Planning Institute’s State of the Profession 2025 survey reported that their authority does
not have a Chief Planning Officer in place to oversee planning operations. Chief Planning
Officers are a critical part of the democratic process, being best placed to provide impartial
professional advice to elected members and build the critical relationships necessary for
smooth local decision-making and democracy.

The Planning and Infrastructure Act’s creation of a new national scheme of delegation
places Chief Planning Officers as integral to decision-making on delegation alongside
Planning Committee conveners. It is therefore important that local authorities have a clear
planning structure and that the Chief Planning Officer is empowered to manage resource
and training needs across planning functions.

Throughout the devolution process, it will be essential for planning departments to have a
Chief Planning Officer overseeing and connecting through management structures, both
development management and development planning functions. When these functions are
split, there have been well documented impacts upon performance.

The programme of devolution and local government reform will create larger teams
covering larger geographies and co-operating with newly emerging strategic authorities. The
existing need to see strong leadership in the planning system will become even more

4 Department of Health and Social Care, Chief Medical Officer’s annual report 2022: air pollution, Dec 2022
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important. There is also a need for local planning authorities to have an organised and
meaningful input into the production of spatial development strategies and the chief
planner role will be critical in ensuring this happens. The Chief Planning Officer role is key in
brokering internal and external stakeholder relationships. This is particularly the case in
being a link with the development industry, as well as internally with elected members and
local authority stakeholders.

We therefore support Lord Best’s amendment after clause 37 to require the appointment of
chief planners in local planning authorities and strategic authorities.
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