The planning takeover: The nuclear option
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From The Economist print edition



A shake-up in planning could centralise power and weaken the say of local people


	

	


BRITAIN, and especially England, is occasionally compared to North Korea (only half-jokingly) as one of the most heavily centralised states in the world. Whitehall bureaucrats micromanage schools and hospitals; local government is dependent on the Treasury for most of its funding. But one bastion of local power has for years stood apart from the trend towards central control: planning, the process by which building projects are granted or denied permission to proceed. Objections from stubborn locals can derail or delay everything from small wind farms and shopping centres to huge projects of national importance. The most notorious example is probably Heathrow airport’s fifth terminal, which languished in the planning system for year upon year before eventually being approved in 2001.

On November 9th all that seemed set to change, as Ed Miliband, the energy and climate-change secretary, delivered the first of the government’s “National Policy Statements” on infrastructure. These will inform the work of the Infrastructure Planning Commission (IPC), an independent body set up last month. Led by Sir Michael Pitt, a veteran planner and local-authority boss, it will take over responsibility for planning nationally important projects from March 2010. Decisions that used to take years will, in theory, take just months or even weeks, with public involvement drastically curtailed.

All of Mr Miliband’s proposals focused on energy, including schemes for wind farms, power lines, gas pipelines and clean-coal projects. Most eye-catching was a list of sites for new nuclear-power stations (see map), intended to replace many of Britain’s old, decrepit power plants and to help cut the country’s emissions of greenhouse gases. Nuclear power, in fact, occupies a special place in planning history. Sizewell B, Britain’s newest reactor, was intended by Margaret Thatcher’s government to be the first of a fleet of ten such plants. But the four-year, 16m-word inquiry that preceded its construction was so drawn-out that, after work was finally completed in 1995, over a decade after the project was first formally proposed, no more were ever built. 
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The firms that want to build today’s nuclear-power stations, led by France’s EDF, have made it clear that they will not tolerate similar delays. And, with worries that electricity supply could begin to fall short of demand as soon as 2015, ministers are minded to agree. “We’re not going to be able to deliver a 21st-century energy system with a 20th-century planning system,” said Mr Miliband. 

The IPC’s remit will extend beyond energy. Besides wind farms, nuclear plants and new power lines, Britain’s hauliers are looking forward to future announcements on port developments, its housebuilders to new towns and its airlines to upgraded airports—and to conveniently tighter timetables for such developments. Roads, incinerators, sewage plants and even a planned high-speed rail line connecting London with Scotland could be ushered through as well. 

Predictably, the plans have been controversial. Big business is enthusiastic: the commission had expected to consider around 45 projects a year, but some 50 schemes are thought to have been filed already. Environmentalists are divided. Outfits that aim to protect the British countryside, such as the Campaign to Protect Rural England, are sceptical, while those that worry about climate change, such as Friends of the Earth, seem cautiously in favour (planning disputes are a big reason wind farms have been so difficult to build in Britain, and some greens are keen on nuclear power). Some democrats mutter darkly about “Gosplan” and “Stalinism” and threaten the IPC with legal challenges to its decisions. Others point out that vesting ultimate power over such massive projects in a single body greatly simplifies the task of lobbyists and influence-seekers.

Don’t ask us, we’re only politicians
But it offers advantages, too, especially for politicians. An independent planning body run by technocrats means they will not have to take the heat for unpopular decisions. Such abnegation has become a popular tactic in these anti-political times. Quangos—semi-attached bodies charged with carrying out governmental functions—have proliferated under Labour. The government has handed control of interest rates to the Bank of England and climate-change targets to a committee of experts. 

Yet the IPC may not last long enough for any of this to matter. The Conservatives—who have made much of the virtues of devolving power away from Whitehall—have promised to scrap the commission if, as expected, they win office next year. They will continue issuing the grandiose National Policy Statements, but would subject each one to a review by Parliament: vital, they say, to protect democratic oversight. Housing policy will be devolved to local authorities.

Tony Travers, a local-government expert at the London School of Economics, thinks that it is possible to build infrastructure without resorting to anti-democratic diktat. Britain’s over-centralised tax system, he says, currently means that locals receive no benefit from living in the shadow of airports, power stations or railway lines. “A local council could approve ten nuclear-power stations and not see a penny of revenue,” he says. If councils were allowed to tax such developments and keep the proceeds (as they are in other developed countries), then a bargain could be struck, with local people offered better services in return for hosting a noisy new road or an unsightly sewage works. 

Interestingly, the Tories seem to be flirting with rather similar ideas, at least when it comes to the question of housing. A policy paper published in February suggests allowing local authorities to benefit financially for agreeing to host new housing developments, with central government providing extra cash for six years after the new houses are built. If that approach was applied to all types of infrastructure, it could help vital development to proceed without simply imposing it on unwilling and unconsulted residents. 

