URBAN PLANNING

PLANNING FOR THE

FUTURE WITH PROPTECH
THE GOVERNMENT’S PROPOSED “ONCE IN A GENERATION” REFORM OF ENGLAND’S PLANNING
SYSTEM PLACES HEAVY EMPHASIS ON STREAMLINING AND MODERNISING THE ENABLING
TECHNOLOGY. FOR ALEX WROTTESLEY, THE ROLE OF THE PROPERTY TECHNOLOGY
(PROPTECH) SECTOR AND THE MOVE TO DIGITISATION WILL BE CRITICAL TO SUCCESS

Following the publication of the Government’s
‘Planning for the Future’White Paper during
the summer of 20201, the Planning Bill is
now moving forward, following its formal
announcement in the Queen’s Speech in May.
As part of the Speech, Her Majesty
confirmed that the reforms “Will help more
people to own their own home” and that
“laws to modernise the planning system
will enable more homes to be built”.

Joining-up the process

The Planning Bill encompasses several
key components that are all designed
to create a more streamlined and
joined-up process. In particular, there
are three specific pillars that deserve a
spotlight: planning for ‘development’,
‘beautiful and sustainable places’, and
‘infrastructure and connected places’.
As I see it, the bedrock that
joins everything together and will
make or break the overall success
of these reforms is digitisation.
A digital planning system is fundamental
to achieving the policy outcomes sought
in each of these pillars. This will involve
removing the reliance on documents and
paper; replacing non-standardised legacy
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systems; forming widely agreed digital
inter-connections, and breaking down
the barriers of departmentalised silos.
By migrating what is a predominantly
analogue service to digital, and making
planning information easier to find,
understand, share and engage with,
we will all ultimately benefit.

Geospatial technology

In early June, the first major step in this
direction was taken by Housing Minister,
Christopher Pincher, who announced
a £1.1 million fund to start testing the
use of digital tools and data standards
across 10 local authority areas.
This particular pathfinder project will
consider what the digital transformation of
local plans could look like, and this includes
the introduction of online, map-based
local plans that make it easier for people
to understand and to engage with.
The focus of this first step is to test
how existing local plans would translate
into the new digitised approach, with
the goal focused on replacing long text
documents, with categorised, interactive
maps with appropriate data annotations.
The use of interactive geospatial
technology, real-time data, high quality
virtual simulations and standardised data
definitions creates the opportunity to deliver
a positive shift in both the speed and quality
of decision making. They will make planning
more collaborative and accessible, ensuring
that all outcomes are founded on the most
current, complete, relevant and accurate data.

Time for change

If you consider what the process looks like
today, while online access to information
is possible through local authority portals,
the way data is available is inconsistent, not
searchable or seamless and often confusing.
On top of this, the systems within
planning teams generally reside on
separate platforms, preventing crossreferencing of data by staff, councillors

Combining local plans and planning application data on one publicly-available geospatial platform would
deliver real benefits

and indeed anyone viewing the
information from outside an authority.
A digitised, data-led and integrated
system would make it easier for everyone to
find the detail of applications or local plans,
to see the extend of a proposed or approved
application with drawings or maps and offer
the ability to directly respond with feedback.
We’re hopeful that the reforms will
be the ‘beginning of the end ‘of planning
application notices being placed on
community lamp posts in plastic wallets!
Digitisation will also deliver huge benefits
to the development and distribution of local
plans. Making local plans digitally interactive
across the nation would standardise
processes, offer greater accessibility,
collaboration and community engagement
in decisions that may impact the local area
in which they live for years to come.

Overhauling the system

All of this will of course come at a cost,
and therefore it will need considerable
commitment and innovation from both
the public and private sectors to overhaul
the system. The good news is that much of
the data is already available. For example,
environmental and flood risk data is
routinely provided for major planning
applications, yet today the results of these,
and the influence on decision making is
largely unused in the local plan system,

mostly as a result of the lack of integration
or cross-referencing between systems.
Combining local plans and planning
application data on one publiclyavailable geospatial platform would deliver
real benefits, but the more significant
the reforms are, the more crucial it will
be to ensure the underlying data for
decision making is authoritative, complete,
accurate and available for scrutiny.
Fundamentally, in order to realise the
government’s ambitions for a digitally
interactive system, suitable funding must
also be dedicated to making sure that not
only are the rights technologies and software
used, but importantly, investment is made
in the people and skills required to operate
and manage these systems, particularly in
the geospatial space. Centralised IT projects
are hard for good reason, and the best
approach here is via collaboration and cooperative standards across the industry.
With all the right ingredients in place,
the experience for everyone should become
far richer, modern and accessible. This
will not only benefit local authorities and
planners day-to-day, but also have widerreaching benefits for the country financially,
economically, socially and environmentally,
with swifter decisioning made possible. It
really will place planning at the heart of the
communities it is there to serve, which in my
book can only be a good thing for us all.
Please see overleaf for comments from
government and industry
References:
1. https://www.gov.uk/government/
consultations/planning-for-the-future

The Government aspires to create a housing market that is capable of delivering 300,000 homes annually,
and one million homes over the course of this Parliament
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INDUSTRY ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSES THE REFORMS
When the Planning for the Future White
Paper was originally published, Landmark
Information (https://www.landmark.
co.uk/geodata-services/) hosted an
industry roundtable that brought together
experts from government and industry
to discuss the reforms and to outline
what they wanted to see happen.
Paul Maltby, Chief Digital Officer for
the Ministry of Housing, Communities and
Local Government (MHCLG) and Helen Dias,
Technical Director – Strategic Planning,
Atkins joined the session to share their
insights into the role of data and technology
in modernising the system, and here
are the main points raised:
Paul Maltby: “The White
Paper sets out some quite
radical changes to the
planning system for
England. There’s much
around policy changes,
design, technology, digital
services and data – however
we see technology and data
is really at the heart of this.
“There are four main areas where
we see data and digital services having
a big change. The first is community

engagement; enabling people to become
more involved in the decision-making
process for our towns through digital
services, which will make this more
engaging. The second is Local
Plans; these set the rules for
what will happen however
finding and interpreting
the rules can be hard.
“The third aspect is in
Plan Making and planning
decisions; this is the case
management of plans and how
the overall process is managed.
Currently people struggle with a system
of unc
uncertainty of extracting data.
“Finally, PropTech; the UK’s
p
position
in a global PropTech
market is fascinating
and we see this as an
important part in fuelling
the change in our market.
“The focus is to switch
[the
[t planning system] from
analogue
to digital – with
ana
machine-readable formats that
machin
include geospatial boundaries; essentially
changing documents and words into
data and code. We don’t see the role of
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government as building lots of services
but instead as a platform, where trusted,
authoritative data is made available for
industr
industry to build information
or digital
d
services.”
Helen Dias: “Many Local
A
Authorities are still struggling
with technology and are
reliant on legacy software
and paper documents –
not data. The whitepaper
ssets out some key issues,
inc
including a better use of data
and IT
IT; there needs to be greater
digitisation of spatial planning and plan
making as well as the applications process.
There needs to be data-rich
planning application registers so
information can be more easily found,
and the data that supports the Local
Plan and the process itself must be
standardised and more accessible.
There is a real need for the government
to put its money where its mouth is and
put some real investment into funding
local authorities to ensure they have the
skills - and resources - in digital planning
and urban design, if the aspirations of
the Planning whitepaper are to be met.”
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