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STATEMENT ON A NATIONAL SPATIAL FRAMEWORK FOR ENGLAND 
1.  Background
1.1 The context is provided by current and emerging European policy, in particular the European Spatial Development Perspective and developments relating to territorial impact assessment.  Spatial planning is already established at national level in other member states eg The Netherlands, Germany, and in the Devolved Administrations (DAs) of the UK: Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, and is a statutory requirement at regional and local levels in England.  
1.2 Studies and research that have reached conclusions of relevance to the issues involved in spatial planning at national level include research by the European Observatory (ESPON) and the UK Government’s Barker, Eddington and Energy Reviews.  Reports issued by the English Regions Network, Town and Country Planning Association (TCPA) - the Hetherington Commission - and the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) have all highlighted the benefits of, and need for, some form of spatial framework for England, and there is further work in hand or in prospect to develop the case.
1.3 Experience in the DAs and the Republic of Ireland (reviewed in Counsell et al1) has shown that while there are differences in both process and end product, each administration has derived benefit from the adoption of a spatial planning approach.  

1.4 The National Planning Forum (NPF) is the largest cross-sectoral forum in England focussing on planning.  The NPF has considered the emerging work and has agreed principles on which any National Spatial Framework for England should be based.   
2.  Why is a National Spatial Framework needed for England? 

2.1 Spatial planning is supported by the EU, and is widely practiced in other nation states and in the Devolved Administrations of the UK.  However, spatial policy is currently unconnected at national (UK/England) level.  This is  despite marine spatial planning being considered for the UK (in proposals for the Marine Bill), the DAs having adopted national spatial planning for their areas, and spatial planning being a statutory2 requirement at regional and local levels in England with the Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) and  Development Plan Documents (DPDs) forming the adopted development plan for each area.  

2.2 Whilst formal research is yet to be commissioned to assess these, gaps and unresolved issues between RSSs are a likely consequence of this lack of join-up.  There is already some evidence of this from work undertaken to date, including comments on the lack of appropriate detail in emerging RSSs. 

3.  What value could/would a National Spatial Framework (NSF) add?  
3.1 In her recent report, Kate Barker3 has recommended preparation of Statements of Strategic Objectives, but these would only deal with individual policy areas.  They would represent a step in the right direction, but wouldn’t go far enough in tackling the essential linkages between policy areas, nor are they likely to achieve wide engagement, or secure buy-in.       

3.2 A Spatial Framework for England could provide greater certainty and clarity, resolve conflicts, and deal with national issues more efficiently and effectively.  

It could do this by:
· integrating different policy strands (such as: land, air and sea transport; energy generation and supply; water supply; waste disposal; climate change; risk management; overall regional balance; strategic settlement strategy; protection of natural resources);

-    drawing on analysis of key data and information sources;  

· indicating strategic priorities and direction of travel over the medium to long term (10-50 years); and 

· setting out criteria for national consideration of major infrastructure.

3.3 It would only do this if the process was open, fair and transparent, ie if it was:

· front-loaded, 
· based on sound analysis; 
· prepared from a combination of top-down (analysis, vision, options, means) and bottom up (impacts, imperatives, alternatives, legitimacy); 
· outcome focussed; and

· derived from genuine efforts to find win-win solutions that attract widespread support.   

3.4 An NSF could provide an important framework of the work of the Independent Planning Commission on national infrastructure projects proposed by Kate Barker. 

4.  Principles for a National Spatial Framework
4.1 The National Planning Forum has agreed that any NSF should be visionary, long-term, flexible, both a product and a different way of doing things.  To gain cross-sectoral support it should:

· integrate the social, environmental and economic strands of sustainability;

· give spatial clarity/specificity;

· accord with subsidiarity, ie cover only policy that needs to be set at national levels, leaving the regional, sub-regional, local and community issues or decision at those levels;

· provide a framework against which policy and decisions should be spatially proofed;

· reduce frictions that stop people cooperating/coordinating;

· be clear, easily understood and prepared in a participative and transparent way; and

· be independently assessed before being confirmed.
4.2 These principles could be applied to the Statements of Strategic Objectives (SSOs) proposed by Kate Barker, although for the reasons set out in paragraph 3.1 above, SSOs represent a less satisfactory way of dealing with spatial issues than an NSF. 

5.  Possible Initial Building Blocks

5.1 Work on developing an NSF does not need to be ponderous, overly resource intensive or lengthy in terms of process3.  It could proceed initially without specific UK legislation - as national policy - however it would need to embrace a preparation process that is more open and consensual than that employed for current national policy development.  It would be useful to test the process and end product by piloting preparation of a non-statutory NSF on a task and finish basis.   
5.2 The main building blocks in terms of content could comprise existing material, or material that could be obtained quite quickly, for example: 
(i)   the UK sustainable development strategy,

(ii)  major spatial elements of existing national policy, 
(iii) assessment of emerging RSS, and 
(iv) key national and regional data and forecasts.    

5.3 Sustainable development is at the heart of the planning system, and is a key objective of the UK Government.  To ensure that the NSF makes the best possible contribution to sustainable development, it should be subject to a robust sustainability appraisal throughout its preparation.  Reflecting the nature of the NSF, this would be a high-level appraisal which would assess a range of existing and future policy options.
5.4 The main spatial elements of existing national policy could be collated from legislation, policy documents, Ministerial statements, Government agencies’ guidance etc.  Emerging RSS could be assessed to identify key policies, and list any issues, uncertainties and gaps.  A further major input would be the assessment of key national and supra-regional trend data and forecasts with spatial impacts; the data sets used would need to include “hard” data and “soft” information and cover socio-economic and environmental issues. 

5.5 A wide range of stakeholders could be asked to add to, or suggest deletions from, the elements set out in paragraph 5.4.  From the resulting bundle of policies and information, possible scenarios could be brainstormed, including a “most likely trend” scenario, with other scenarios based on realistic deviations from that trend, and a variety of combinations of policy levers identified.    

5.6 A small number (eg up to 5) of spatial options with their key policy implications could be selected for presentation, illustrated visually and graphically.  These could be assessed by a cross-sectoral, nationally representative, sounding board to produce one or more soundly based scenarios with indicative national policy options.
6.  Policy issues

6.1 The key policy issue for UK government will undoubtedly be the desirability of producing an NSF, its potential uses, benefits and costs.  
6.2 If UK Government opts to prepare an NSF, secondary considerations would include the need for, and desirability of, a new delivery vehicle to prepare it, other delivery options including using existing agencies or a multi-agency team, and appropriate means of securing stakeholder involvement.

7.  Process Issues

7.1 There would be practical implications for any new delivery vehicle, as well as for Communities and Local Government, government agencies in particular the Planning Inspectorate, Regional Offices, Regional Planning Bodies, local authorities, business, and other organisations in the public, private and voluntary sectors.  A period of concept-proofing and testing would help to pinpoint difficulties and indicate the most practical and effective approaches.  

7.2 There would also be a need to explore:

(i)    the appropriate policy for Sustainability Appraisal and Strategic Environmental
       Assessment (SEA), 

(ii)   the desirable review period (perhaps 4 years, or the life of an administration),

(iii)  phasing in relation to cycles for national policy with spatial implications,         

       and to preparation and examination of RSSs and DPDs,

(iv)  arrangements for public and stakeholder involvement,

(v)   required resources, and

(vi)  arrangements for monitoring and review.

7.3 An NSF should add value to and integrate with - or reduce the need for - other processes, for example replacing consultation on separate Government policies.  This would also be key to securing appropriate and effective stakeholder, public and community engagement in its preparation.
7.4 The English Regions Network is currently considering commissioning a desk study of emerging RSS in line with paragraph 5.2 (iii), and the RTPI has undertaken some work in relation to the data sets that might underpin an NSF.    

8.  Timing – suggested actions for UK Government 
8.1 The following outline timescale is suggested: 

Spring 2007

Accept principle in Planning White Paper 

Spring 2007

Commission 6 month study of key elements (see Para 5)  

Spring 2007

Commission 6 month study of options for NSF process  

Summer 2007

Concept proofing

Autumn 2007

Test the process  

Autumn 2008

Introduce legislation including a duty to prepare an 



NSF and an outline of the process 

Autumn 2009

Subordinate legislation as necessary 

Spring 2010

Start work on the first statutory NSF
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