Wednesday 8th April 2009
I think it’s very easy to view political debate as black and white, with the tensions that run through issues being viewed in a partisan way.  You either support one team or the other, and the result is what matters. I’m sure that ACS, and I personally, can be guilty of over-simplifying issues perhaps to try to communicate them more clearly to a wider audience.

In reality of course, policy is about making fine judgements between shades of grey and weighing up the points of view of various legitimate interests.  The same person who argues that Criminal Records Bureau checks are a waste of time may be the same person who bemoans the lack of control of people with relevant convictions.  In both cases, the same person may have a legitimate case, but we see the world through a changing lens formed of our own relationship to events.

If any issue that we deal with is played out in shades of grey rather than stark black and white, it’s the whole debate on planning.  The Government’s announcement of its intention to merge together a number of different planning statements, and the Competition Commission’s return to the drawing board on its own planning competition test recommendations are two significant developments, but their true effect will be felt in individual local planning decisions influenced by unique local circumstances.

The debate here isn’t about stopping superstore development, it’s about giving local people and local planners the power and the resources to make a proper assessment and give the right answer when a planning applications is made.  And sometimes the right answer is “no”.  That’s why ACS has been such a strong supporter of PPS6 (non planning policy wonks stick with me now the initials are starting to flow) which emphasises the need to promote town centres ahead of out of town development.  The merging of this policy with others may not change this fundamental principle, but if the language changes by one shade of grey, that may affect the way it is interpreted locally (with the superstores’ planning experts helpfully putting their own spin on it for planning officers).

For those of you who don’t want to plough through the detail of the relevant PPS documents, keep an ear out for the rhetoric.  Hazel Blears’ announcement of a new PPS6 was terrific, full of the language of diversity and supporting town centres that we like to hear.  But there are other words creeping into the rhetoric now, about regeneration, planning for prosperity and economic development.  All perfectly good of course, but might big developers be salivating at the prospect of blinding planners with promises of bringing prosperity?

I hope to find out more next week when I accompany Hazel Blears on a visit to the North West.  In the meantime, remember that planning decisions are local, and that the relationships that can help you to tackle planning applications in your area need to be forged now, so make sure you are communicating with your MP and local authority.

