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The need for a stronger planning framework

 - The removal of permitted development rights

The LGA welcomes the opportunity to submit a memorandum to the all party mobile group inquiry on telecommunications masts. The LGA has campaigned on the issues surrounding telecommunications masts and worked with industry groups and Government departments to help build better working relationships between telecommunications operators and local government. The LGA helped to steer the preparation of good practice guidance from ODPM on implementing PPG8 on Telecommunications. The Association commented on and supported the roll out of the industry’s ten commitments.

The Association applauds these efforts to build better dialogue and understanding between local authorities and the telecommunications industry. On behalf of our local communities, we have a shared interest in delivering a modern telecommunications system. As regulators of development, our local authority members recognise the difficult task of rolling out the necessary infrastructure in the face of sometimes vociferous community opposition.

At root, the LGA’s key position is that, given the difficulties we all face in this, we need a planning control framework that gives local communities confidence that they will have proper consultation and engagement. It is in this area that much debate has taken place and on which the LGA has lobbied.

The LGA has held a consistent and focused position on the issues surrounding telecommunications masts development since the publication of the Stewart Report. The LGA wants permitted development rights granted to telecommunications code operators under part 24 of the General Permitted Development Order to be removed. Currently, this allows them to erect without planning permission all telecommunications equipment below fifteen metres in height.

The LGA approaches the issue from the point of view of the impact that this type of development has on the workload/costs of local authorities, the ability of local authorities to carry out effective consultation with local communities, and the potential to ensure that good design principles, and local amenity, are secured.

Workload – For masts under 15 metres in height, a prior notification procedure operates. Under this procedure, local authorities must register concerns and requests within a strict time limit else the application is deemed to be consented. Though the timescale for this process has been extended from 42 days to 56 days in recent years, there is an on-going problem about how local authorities handle applications for telecommunications development against a backdrop of record numbers of planning applications and unique staff shortages in local planning authorities. In this situation, there is great potential to undermine local authority performance on other planning applications, measured against best value, or to permit development without adequate consideration of the issues, or of the views of the local community.

Cost – Telecommunications developments are, generally speaking, small scale developments and attract low planning fees. But the level of work undertaken on such applications is out of all proportion to their size, given the impact of such developments on local visual amenity and the perceived impact on local communities. This demands a very sensitive handling of such applications, a greater level of consultation, and engagement with local communities and applicants. Though the fees for such development were raised in recent years, the costs are significant and are still not adequately reflected.

We believe that by ending the ability of operators to use prior notification procedures the distortion of local planning authority workloads will be prevented and actual handling costs more accurately reflected.

Consultation – The biggest concern for local authorities over the prior notification procedure for telecommunications developments is related to the reaction of local communities to such proposals. Unfortunately the current situation is too often characterised by community conflict and high environmental impact despite the best efforts of operators to improve relationships with local communities and local authorities.  Local authorities therefore need better legal tools to manage this process.

The removal of Part 24 permitted development rights would ensure that appropriate consultation and engagement with concerned local communities could take place in every necessary case by removing arbitrary deadlines for decision-making.  They will also help to reduce environmental impact through better location and design by ensuring that more pre-application discussion on applications for telecommunications development will take place.

An introduction of full planning control over all telecommunications masts developments will enable local authorities and the LGA to achieve their long-held objective of better managing the roll-out of modern communications infrastructure with the full support of local communities.

With local authorities having been acknowledged by the Government to be greatly improving their planning decision-making performance, concerns that this will create delay in the roll-out of telecommunication networks may be unwarranted.
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