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19th September 2024 

        

 

Dear Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government,  

Proposed reforms to the National Planning Policy Framework and other changes to 

the planning system – response from Wirral Council 

The Council has submitted its response to the consultation via the online portal, this letter 

highlights matters of particular concern to the Council. 

Transitional arrangements 

The Council is concerned that the proposed transitional arrangements do not include 

sufficient provisions for Local Plans at an advanced stage of preparation. Wirral Council has 

been preparing its Local Plan for the past five years, a timescale which has been outside of 

the control of the Council due to the litigious nature of this process. We will be commencing 

our consultation on the Main Modifications this month (September 2024) and will aim to 

adopt as soon as possible following receipt of the Inspectors final report.  

Under the transitional arrangements as set out in the draft NPPF, Wirral’s Local Plan falls 

within the scope of draft NPPF paragraph 226(c), which in turn brings Paragraph 227 into 

play. The circumstances set out in Paragraph 227 would apply to Wirral because the Wirral 

Local Plan annual housing requirement figure is significantly more than two hundred when 

using new housing standard method figure for Wirral. As such if the draft NPPF remains 

unchanged, Wirral would be expected to commence plan-making in the new plan-making 

system “at the earliest opportunity” to address the shortfall in housing need.  

Wirral’s Local Plan will be an up-to-date plan, which promotes a brownfield only, urban 

regeneration strategy, which already incorporates many of the elements the Government is 

looking to bring forward such as encouraging higher densities, good design and taking 

opportunities to create low-carbon, energy efficient development where possible 

At the moment there is great uncertainty over when “the earliest opportunity” might be to 

start work on a plan under the new Development plans system. As an authority with a 

recently adopted Local Plan, we would not expect to be within the first tranche of Local 

Authorities expected to progress Local Plans under the new system. We would be 

concerned that in the interim, the Plan will be challenged through speculative planning 

applications on the basis that the difference between the Local Plan housing requirement 



and the new standard method is such that the plan is being treated as out of date under the 

terms of Government Policy. 

The Council strongly feels that once adopted the Local Plan should be regarded as up to 

date. Our plan provides for the delivery of 14,400 dwellings and has an early review policy 

should we fail to meet our targets. We strongly feel that we should be allowed to get on and 

deliver. We cannot do this if we must divert resources to dealing with inappropriate 

applications in the Green Belt and/or immediately starting preparations for a new Plan.  

New Standard Method 

As we understand it the new approach is reverse engineered from a prescribed national 

target of 1.5 million homes, which itself lacks robust evidential justification.  Whilst 

recognising the benefits of an approach that avoids the fluctuations arising from successive 

population projections, the Council is concerned that the uplift in the affordability adjustment 

is too high and not based on evidence, and that there also needs to be further adjustments 

to allow for local demographic circumstances. Wirral’s population has remained relatively 

static for a long time and there is no evidence to suggest there is the level of demand to 

support an annual local housing need of 1,755- an uplift of 141% from our existing target of 

728 as set out in the spreadsheet issued with the consultation. The Local Plan Inspectors 

have suggested that Wirral’s housing targets should be stepped with an annual delivery of 

five hundred for the first 5 years. The new standard method would be a 251% increase 

against this proposed stepped trajectory. 

Green Belt and Grey Belt 

In relation to Green Belt, the Council is concerned that the definition of “Grey Belt” is too 

widely drawn and will lead to a rash of speculative planning applications which will 

undermine the Local Plan Strategy and the wider urban regeneration agenda. 

In 2023 the Council successfully defended at appeal seven speculative applications in the 

Green Belt totalling 788 dwellings submitted by Leverhulme Estates 

https://www.hwa.uk.com/site/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Appeal-Decisions.pdf 

In her decision letter, the Inspector noted the following in paragraph 44 of her decision letter: 

“The evidence before me is that the need for the regeneration of Birkenhead has not 

diminished over the past 40 years, nor has the importance of the Green Belt to assist. 

Regeneration will meet housing and economic needs of the current and future population but 

will also improve the balance between the east and west. It also seeks to protect the Green 

Belt to promote sustainable patterns of transport and travel, by encouraging a modal shift 

away from motorised transport to provide greater connectivity on foot and cycling.” 

Paragraph 47: 

“Therefore, the role of the Green Belt is important in this area to promote the needed urban 

regeneration, in line with one of its key purposes: to assist in urban regeneration, by 

encouraging the recycling of derelict and other urban land.” 

In paragraph 53 and 54 she notes that  

https://www.hwa.uk.com/site/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Appeal-Decisions.pdf


“In essence, the appellant believes they [the appeal proposals] would be delivered as well 

as, and before many of the [emerging Local Plan] sites, such that the [emerging Local Plan] 

would be unaffected and a fully functioning Green Belt would remain.  

I disagree. This is an overly simplistic approach to assessing the impact, because in granting 

permission, the option to develop in the Green Belt would become available, such that the 

Regeneration Areas would be less attractive to developers because they are more difficult 

and costly to develop. This is highly likely to alter the market, and whilst there is no 

substantive statistical evidence to prove that this would happen, the very fact that purpose e) 

of the Green Belt serves to assist in urban regeneration demonstrates that there is a causal 

link.” 

The Council is concerned that if the definition of Grey Belt is adopted unaltered in the final 

NPPF, this would significantly harm and undermine the Council’s urban regeneration 

strategy as acknowledged and succinctly summarised by the planning Inspector above. 

It is essential that the NPPF makes it clear that any review of the Green Belt should only be 

carried out via the Local Plan process where a strategic review of all sites can be conducted, 

and a holistic view taken of all factors. The alternative is the assessment of individual 

applications that will only look at factors for that particular site. This will result in 

uncoordinated and piecemeal development that is the antithesis of good planning and the 

Plan led system. It will not result in sustainable communities that best meet local needs. 

 

Council officers request a meeting with ministers and officials to discuss these matters in 

more detail. 

                                                                                                             

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Mandy Lewis 

AD : Chief Planner 


