better
planning

Better Planning Coalition’s suggested approach for development of spatial
development strategies

Spatial development strategies (SDSs) will be high-level spatial plans looking ahead at least 20 years
at a sub-regional scale. They will set the framework for Local Plans, which will have to be in general
conformity with the relevant SDS.

Land is under pressure like never before —to provide housing, provide energy and food, create
space for nature restoration, renew infrastructure, and all under increasing pressure from the
impacts of climate change. SDSs will be key to how that land is best managed.

The Better Planning Coalition represents over 40 organisations across the environment, housing,
planning, heritage and transport sectors working for planning in the public interest. This note covers
how members of the Better Planning Coalition would like to see SDSs develop.

Summary of our recommendations
1. SDSs need to be truly strategic and long-term documents organised around the concept of
sustainable development
2. SDS should seek to utilise the best use of existing infrastructure first and prioritise higher
value new infrastructure
3. Ensure meaningful community and civil society engagement and transparency in the
development of SDSs
Evidence used in SDS development needs to support the range of issues covered
SDSs need to effectively join up land-use planning across other plans and strategies
Resourcing of SDSs must ensure no area is left behind
The examination of SDSs should require that effective community engagement has taken
place and reinforce SDSs role in sustainable development
8. The governance and accountability of SDSs need to support community ownership of the
strategy

Nous

1. SDSs need to be truly strategic and long-term documents organised around the concept of
sustainable development

Strategies are not plans - they are about setting out a vision to be achieved or a problem that is to
be solved, identifying the choices that need to be faced, and steering these choices to achieve that
vision or solve that problem. They need to identify the right choices to make to support a thriving
area well into the 2050s and beyond, not just reflecting the short-term political priorities of 2026.

The lifespan of new housing and infrastructure enabled through the SDS will be well beyond the 20-
year span of the strategy with planning practice guidance defining development lifetimes as 75
years for non-residential and at least 100 years for residential development. For major
infrastructure, the time horizon will be much longer.



The concept of sustainable development is the appropriate way to manage this long-term impact.
The NPPF rightly says that “the purpose of the planning system is to contribute to the achievement
of sustainable development, by managing the use and development of land in the long-term public
interest.” The final published NPPF and guidance on SDSs should therefore make clear that
sustainable development is the key organising principle for SDSs. This should include how to
effectively integrate the three pillars of sustainable development - economic, social and
environmental —and to meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs.

For the environmental pillar, this should include recognition that there will be limits to what
development can be accommodated without irreversible damage (as set out in the original
Planning Policy Statement 1 on sustainable development before the NPPF was first introduced).
This will be particularly important in managing how “objectively assessed needs” can be met in
practice across an SDS area.

Guidance should also set out how SDSs should be consistent with the statutory environmental
principles set out by Government.! This includes the following relevant principles:

e The prevention principle to promote policy design options that prevent environmental
damage either before it has occurred or to contain existing damage. This can have economic
benefits as it prevents additional costs and complexities that arise when environmental
damage occurs

¢ The rectification at source principle that environmental damage should, as a priority, be
addressed at its origin to avoid the need to remedy its effects later

e The precautionary principle where there is plausible evidence of a risk that a particular
policy could cause serious or irreversible damage to the environment, alongside a lack of
scientific certainty about the likelihood or severity of this damage

SDS guidance should be consistent with the Secretary of State’s duty to have due regard to the
environmental principles in developing policy.

For the social pillar, SDSs will need to consider health improvement and reducing health
inequalities (as required under s12G of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004, as
modified by the Planning and Infrastructure Act 2025), social justice and equitable access to
resources. The Government should also set an expectation that SDSs should set desired social and
affordable housing outcomes, including for rural areas, rather than simply overall housing targets.

Relevant to this, SDSs should address air quality (as in the London Plan?). Improving air quality is a
major public health challenge. Exposure to air pollution has been linked to wide-ranging health
effects including early deaths, the development of lifelong conditions such as chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease and underdeveloped lungs in children and the exacerbation of asthma. There
are also links to cancer, heart disease and type 2 diabetes. The impacts tend to be most heavily felt
in the most deprived neighbourhoods, and by people who are most vulnerable to the impacts, such
as children and older people.

1 , Defra, January 2023
2 , Greater London Authority, March 2021. Policy GHR10 in draft London Plan
(July 2026)


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/environmental-principles-policy-statement/environmental-principles-policy-statement
https://www.london.gov.uk/programmes-strategies/planning/london-plan/the-london-plan-2021-online/chapter-9-sustainable-infrastructure#policy-sI-1-improving-air-quality-163611-title

The NPPF and SDS guidance should also reference the range of relevant government policies, not
just economic-focused policies, eg the Land Use Framework, Environmental Improvement Plan, the
Carbon Budget and Growth Delivery Plan, the forthcoming Circular Economy Growth Plan, the Pride
in Place Strategy, the “Better Connected” integrated transport strategy or the forthcoming Long-
Term Housing Strategy.

SDSs will run to around 2050. During that time, the UK will fundamentally change its economy as it
cuts net emissions to zero. This will involve electrifying everything we can, boosting electricity
generation and distribution, use of some energy crops, and capturing/storing carbon for those
emissions that cannot be avoided, all of which have major land use implications. SDSs will need to
clearly contribute to this transition and, consistent with the climate change duty for SDSs from the
Planning and Infrastructure Act, guidance should help set out how they should do so, including
references to the carbon budget and growth delivery plan, the Climate Change Committee’s advice
on future carbon budgets and the Land Use Framework. SDSs should not be allocating land for uses
that are inconsistent with a net zero-emissions economy.

SDSs will also need to deal with a rapidly warming climate (UK government has now said it will base
adaptation approach on 2°C warming). See box below.

TCPA/RTPI proposals for high level factors to bear in mind in developing successful adaptation
policy?

Place: Climate impacts play out very differently across the diverse physical and social geography
of the UK. Urban and rural areas, upland and coastal places — all require different and fine-
grained responses.

People: Climate impacts affect different people in different ways, with consequences that are
particularly significant for social groups least equipped for resilience. Adaptation solutions also
have direct and lasting impacts on everyday lives, so taking action means working with
communities and communicating an effective narrative for change.

Space: Building resilience requires interlocking measures, from major spatial-scale coastal
realignment to the detail of the way that buildings are insulated and ventilated. The
interdependence of decisions on such matters is vital in determining long-term solutions and is
often complicated by catchments and coastal systems which do not fit with local government
boundaries.

Time: Building resilience requires thinking about the very long term — and at least 100-year
planning horizons. For some critical infrastructure longer, periods will be appropriate. This implies
new ways of thinking and working. Time is also running out for us to begin building resilience, so
we need to act now.

2. Utilise the best use of existing infrastructure first and prioritise higher value new infrastructure

Infrastructure is a key priority for SDSs and should be considered in the context of long-term
sustainable development. New infrastructure will be needed but it will have consequences for the
natural and historic environment, carbon emissions and public and private spending. New

3 , TCPA/RTPI, December 2025


https://www.tcpa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/13.-Planning-for-long-term-adaptation-1.pdf

infrastructure is not cost free and the benefits of schemes vary significantly. Given this and
consistent with HM Treasury’s 10-year infrastructure strategy* from which this is drawn, SDSs
should seek to:

e Firstly, maintain and optimise existing assets®

e Then, consider green/nature-based or demand-management solutions where they are
effective

e New “grey” solutions should only be deployed if other solutions are not viable, with impacts
mitigated in a strategic way®

3. Ensure meaningful community and civil society engagement and transparency in the
development of SDSs

It is important that new spatial development strategies (SDSs) last into future political cycles. Key to
this will be the extent to which communities feel involved, rather than strategies being the result of
horse-trading between constituent authorities and with outcomes imposed on those communities.

The RTPI/Demos report on public participation’ outlined six benefits of good engagement:

1. The planning process is smoother and speedier as objections to Local Plans and planning
applications can be mitigated since issues will have been anticipated and resolved earlier,
and the fact that the principle of development will already have been agreed by a wide
cross-section of the community upstream during the SDS preparation and supported by
evidence collected through this process

2. The SDS is more likely to pass the examination stage as the strategic authority will have
identified and dealt with issues earlier on, and can more convincingly demonstrate that it
has heard and considered a wide range of views

3. The risk of legal challenge is reduced, particularly for challenges on the basis of lack of
engagement, but also more broadly given public concerns can be addressed and dealt with
earlier on

4. The SDS will be better able to withstand political change in the strategic authority by rooting
it in what the public wants and needs, rather than it being associated with a particular
political project and therefore at risk if the administration changes

5. Better policies will be designed that meet the needs of the whole community as a
representative cross-section will have been involved

6. Increased trust between residents and the strategic authority as residents will feel that they
have been listened to; new strategic authorities should take this opportunity to get off on
the right foot with residents

SDS development (and MHCLG guidance) can show how it is consistent with the Civil Society
Covenant, which says that “The Covenant encourages high quality, purposeful, collaborative

4

June 2025

5> This includes heritage assets (for instance the re-use of vacant historic buildings)

® Not all infrastructure/capital spending should be supported. See for instance Thames Water’s Beckton Desalination
Plant, which has operated a handful of times and is now largely mothballed, or poor value road schemes (see

)

, HM Treasury and National Infrastructure and Service Transformation Authority,
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Demos/RTPI, may 2025


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-infrastructure-a-10-year-strategy
https://transportactionnetwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/TAN-Report-iPDF.pdf
https://demos.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/The-MIMBY-Majority_Report_2025_May_a.c.pdf

working between government and civil society to inform decision-making and service design,
delivering better solutions for all...The Covenant provides greater opportunities for people to be
involved in decisions and activities affecting their lives, where government and civil society enable
increased involvement and representation.”®

Rural communities and the civil society organisations who work with them should also be involved
from the start, not least given the rural communities competency for strategic authorities and the
commitment in the Future of Rural England Report to “ensure rural priorities are reflected in local
growth plans and spatial development strategies”.’

National Park Authorities and National Landscapes boards and partnership structures need to play a
meaningful part in the development of SDSs.

Those developing an SDS should publish an engagement plan, consult on objectives, spatial options
and trade-offs before a preferred strategy is drafted, and show how public input shaped the final
strategy. They must avoid just one stage of engagement, ie not just the statutory notification of the
draft SDS required in the Planning and Infrastructure Act.°

This should mean a proactive and deliberate approach to engaging civil society and communities,
particularly as there is a risk of a lack of civil society/community capacity or capability to feed into
SDS development, compared to other sectors.

4. Evidence used in SDS development needs to support the full range of issues that SDSs need to
cover

There is a need for balance between the desire to move at speed in developing SDSs and drawing
on the breadth of evidence needed to inform them.

Our members are particularly keen to see that SDSs draw on evidence from:

e Land Use Framework data

¢ Local Nature Recovery Strategies

¢ Health and well-being strategies

e Historic Environment Records

¢ The evidence base and objectives for the Management Plans of any National Parks in, or
adjacent, to the area covered by the SDS

e Evidence on climate change risks'!

e Evidence on air quality levels and risks

e Carbon accounting

o A strategic brownfield and urban capacity audit, drawing on council evidence, brownfield
registers and community intelligence such as CPRE’s Brownfield Land Register Toolkit. It

8 , DCMS, October 2025

° , Defra, July 2026

10 512H of Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004, as amended by Planning and Infrastructure Act 2025

11 Local planning authorities should draw on a range of data sources to understand climate risk. The Met Office UK
Climate Projections (UKCP18) provide ‘updated observations and climate change projections until 2100 in the UK, and are
an essential starting point. These have been translated into local authority level projections through the Local Authority
Climate Explorer, which generates a report of climate impacts for each UK local authority. From


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/civil-society-covenant/civil-society-covenant
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-of-rural-england-report/future-of-rural-england-report#conclusions-and-next-steps
https://www.tcpa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/13.-Planning-for-long-term-adaptation-1.pdf

should show how regeneration, intensification and underused urban land have been tested
before greenfield, Green Belt or high-quality agricultural land is considered

We also hope guidance clearly warns against commissioning poor quality or partial evidence.
5. SDSs need to effectively join up land-use planning across other plans and strategies

SDSs are the way to join up the spatial implications of other strategies and plans. While the draft
NPPF only references economic strategies in plan development policies, it is important that other
strategies and plans are linked to. This includes transport strategies, Local Nature Recovery
Strategies, the Land Use Framework, water planning, regional energy planning and climate
adaptation.

They should also refer to the local Health and Wellbeing Strategy and local health priorities to
support meeting the strategic authority and SDS duties in the Planning and Infrastructure Act 2025
and English Devolution and Community Empowerment Act 2026 on improving health and reducing
health inequalities.

In line with the requirements in s245 of the Levelling Up and Regeneration Act 2024 and related
Defra guidance, those responsible for preparing or making decisions on SDSs which affect land in
Protected Landscapes must seek to further the purposes of these areas.*?

MHCLG guidance and other government departments’ policies and guidance will need to look at
how to manage alignment at different spatial scales and timescales.*?

6. Resourcing of SDSs must ensure no area is left behind

Developing 20+-year SDSs will take time and resources, not least as it is more than 16 years since
regional spatial strategies were abolished with a consequent loss of expertise and evidence. SDS
development will take place at the same time as local government reorganisation and the
development of new style Local Plans, absorbing time and energy and with a lack of trained
professionals and resources to develop SDSs (including expertise on issues like heritage or ecology
where there is already an acknowledged capacity gap'?). Strategic planning authorities will need
access to such expertise and should seek advice from relevant bodies, eg Historic England.

We welcome the funding from MHCLG for capacity to work on SDSs. We would also want to see
that resourcing enables all areas to progress their SDS, rather than the established combined
authorities being able to move much faster. Consideration should also be given to support for civil
society engagement in SDS development.

7. The examination of SDSs should require that effective community engagement has taken place
and reinforce SDSs role in sustainable development

As with Local Plans, SDSs will generally!> be examined by an inspector before being approved by the
Secretary of State. Unlike Local Plans however, there is no right for a member of the public to be
heard during the examination. Communities should not be locked out of SDS examinations so

12 , Defra, December 2024
13 See also for list of
interdependencies of SDSs with other plans, frameworks, strategies, programmes

14 , MHCLG, January 2025

15 The legislation does allow for the Secretary of State to direct that a draft SDS does not have to be examined


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-protected-landscapes-duty/guidance-for-relevant-authorities-on-seeking-to-further-the-purposes-of-protected-landscapes
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Appendix%20B%20Interdependencies.docx
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-authority-planning-capacity-and-skills-survey-2023-findings

Government should use regulations and guidance to ensure affected communities, parish and town
councils and civil society bodies have a meaningful opportunity to be heard on strategic issues
before an SDS is approved.

The draft NPPF (policy PM14) says that for an SDS to be found “sound” at examination, it must
meet four tests:

e Toensureitis positive about delivering growth

o To be an appropriate strategy to enable the delivery of sustainable development
e To set out effective policies for development

e To be consistent with national policy.

Being positive about growth needs to be clarified to be clear on what timeframe this operates over.
“Boosterism” in pursuit of short-term growth could well hinder an area's long-term prospects,
involve trade-offs and opportunity costs with other sectors or interests or add costs on to others
from poor value for money choices. The concept of sustainable development offers the way to
manage these trade-offs but this is hindered by the draft NPPF’s policy PM14’s mention of only
economic strategies and policies from government rather than social and environmental, and by
the weakness of the NPPF as a whole on sustainable development.

Being positive about growth also has to be in the context of demonstrably contributing to climate
mitigation and adaptation, biodiversity recovery and long-term environmental resilience.
Sustainable development (meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs) should be the way to approach this. A key way of
doing that is to prioritise imaginative reuse of existing assets rather than demolition and new build.
Being positive about growth should also encompass social capital and public benefit provided for by
the historic and natural environment, including for health and wellbeing. SDSs should avoid just
focusing on places where new growth is identified. Those places in need of regeneration such as
town centres or older neighbourhoods also need to be considered.

In terms of the requirement to be consistent with national policy, we believe that the current
approach is overly restrictive and inconsistent with a desire to devolve responsibility from
Westminster. Previously plan makers could depart from national policy in limited instances where
“justified”. The risk is that we now have an over-centralised and over-standardised planning system
that is too rigid and unable to reflect local circumstances or the vision of the local community and
its democratic representatives.

8. The governance and accountability of SDSs need to support community ownership of the
strategy

SDSs should be clear documents that can be easily accessed and understood by all. There should
also be annual monitoring of brownfield delivery, infrastructure triggers, nature recovery,
landscape impacts and community outcomes, not just housing numbers.

Those developing SDSs should consider observers from social and environmental civil society on the
spatial planning board or equivalent.

Better Planning Coalition
August 2026
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