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POSITIVE PLANNING: PROPOSALS TO REFORM THE PLANNING SYSTEM IN WALES 

RESPONSE BY THE ALLIANCE OF WELSH NATIONAL PARK SOCIETIES 

Introduction 

1. The Alliance of Welsh National Park Societies has been formed by the Societies in each of the 

three parks – Brecon Beacons Society / Cymdeithas Parcau Bannau Brycheniog, the Friends of 

the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park / Ffrindiau Parc Cenedlaethol Sir Benfro and the 

Snowdonia Society / Cymdeithas Eyri. They have a combined membership of nearly 3000 

drawn from local residents and visitors, who share a common love of these special places and 

are concerned that the National Parks of Wales  should be looked after in the future at least as 

well as they have in the past.  

 

2. The Alliance welcomes the opportunity to make comments on the proposed reforms to the 

planning system in Wales. The importance of planning as a tool for ensuring the long-term 

sustainability of Wales’ National Parks cannot be underestimated. Our response concentrates 

on Question 24, which relates directly to the planning role of National Park Authorities and to 

the related Question 23 concerning the merger of local planning authorities. 

 

3. However, before considering those questions in some depth there are some general comments 

on individual proposals relating to the context within which planning for National Parks is 

undertaken. We have not used the on-line pro-forma as there is a narrative in the response 

which needs to be seen as one. We trust that is acceptable. 

National Planning and National Parks 

4. The Alliance supports the principle of establishing a National Development Framework [NDF]. 

However, in answer to Question 4 we believe that the role of the NDF should be that of a tool 

to bring together, with a view to subsequent implementation, the Government’s high level 

objectives and plans which are proposed, as might be expressed in, for example the Future 

Generations Bill, the Wales Infrastructure Investment Plan, the proposed National Natural 

Environment Framework and the National Policy for Protected landscapes. It should bring 

together all the relevant plans which Welsh Government proposes to implement so that the 

sustainability implications of all of these, in particular the Wales Infrastructure Investment 

Plan, are fully considered and accounted for in the overarching national planning approaches. 

 

5. The Alliance would, therefore, expect the relationship with these high level objectives and 

plans to be made clear and very importantly that, where relevant, they are given a spatial 
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dimension. In this way strategic environmental assets of national significance, such as National 

Parks would be clearly identified and regarded as material considerations in subordinate plans. 

In this context, the status of the National Policy for Protected landscapes, recently considered 

in draft, needs to be clarified in relation to Planning Policy Wales and the NDF. The Alliance 

takes the view that the Protected Landscape Policy should specifically have TAN status. 

 

6. The Alliance has a concern in relation to Question 6 relating to the idea of the creation of a 

core set of development management policies for consistent application by all local planning 

authorities. It is concerned that the special circumstances of National Parks – the statutory 

requirement to protect their special qualities – should be fully reflected in of any set of 

development management policies that are prepared and which relate to National Parks and 

AONBs. We would suggest that one such specific policy requirement must relate to the Section 

62 and Section 85 ‘duty of care’ responsibility which is incumbent on all public authorities 

when discharging their activities in these designated areas. 

 

7. It is not clear how the NDF will take account of or integrate with the policy approaches which 

will inevitably emerge from the forthcoming Marine Planning work. The interface between 

land and sea will be crucial not only in terms of the deployment of infrastructure on the coast 

but also in terms of any strategic approaches adopted for the management of those natural 

resources which link and affect both land and sea.  

 

8. Further, in answer to Question 25, relating to Strategic Development Plans, the Alliance 

believes that a development plan for a National Park or an AONB should be regarded as an SDP 

in its own right or as an essential constituent part of an SDP covering a wider area. Protected 

Landscapes are, after all, of strategic national significance. 

Q.23 “Do you agree that local planning authorities should be merged to create larger units?” 

9. So far as National Parks are concerned the Alliance does not consider that it would be 

appropriate to merge them with other local planning authorities, though it supports 

cooperation and skill sharing between authorities, as happens now. Please see the answer to 

Question 24 for the detailed argument that supports this view. 

Q24 “Do you think that a national park authority should continue to have responsibility for 

planning in their area?”  

10. The Alliance’s answer to the question is an unequivocal Yes – indeed it is at a loss to 

understand why the question has been posed at all, since little or no evidence has been 

offered to suggest that it is necessary to change the present system.  

 

11. In coming to its conclusion the Alliance is mindful of the fact that it has long been recognised 

that National Parks are national assets, which require special measures to ensure the long 

term sustainability of their special qualities and the benefits that flow from them to the nation.  

 

12. The very nature of the present system for the planning and management of our National Parks 

is crucial to the long-term sustainability of the parks as national assets. The creation of 
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independent National Park Authorities [NPAs] was central to the recommendations of the 

Edward’s report in 1991, which led to the Environment Act of 1995 and the creation of NPAs in 

1996. The NPAs were given two clear purposes – to conserve and enhance its natural beauty, 

wildlife and cultural heritage and the promotion of opportunities for the understanding and 

enjoyment of its special qualities by the public. They were also given a range of duties to fulfil 

those purposes: 

• a duty to seek to foster the economic and social well-being of local communities within 

their national Park  

• a duty to prepare and lead the implementation of the park management plan – a plan 

that adopts an holistic and integrated approach embracing all aspects of a living 

landscape and provides the framework for the local development plan 

• a duty to act as the statutory planning authority, preparing the local development plan 

and operating the system of development control.  

 

13. These duties are closely interrelated and reflect the need to for a focussed and integrated 

approach to the two purposes, whilst recognising that the Parks were places where people 

lived and worked. The Edward’s Report “…favoured the common-sense principle that, as far as 

possible, those who make policies should also be responsible for their implementation.” It came 

to the conclusion that “…..given the responsibilities of the national park authorities in 

development plan preparation, and the importance of development control to achieving 

national park purposes, they should also be the development control authority”[Page 89 

Edward’s report]. In other words plan making and planning control are inextricably linked in 

the attainment of national park purposes.  

 

14. These arrangements were seen to be complementary to and not to duplicate the work of local 

authorities, who in turn were given a duty to have regard to the purposes of national parks in 

carrying out their work. In practice they have indeed turned out to be complementary and 

have not duplicated effort to any significant degree, in particular their planning role does not 

overlap. 

 

15. These arrangements have served well over nearly 20 years, building on the work since National 

Parks were established in the early 1950s, and have succeeded in preserving their uniqueness 

for the Nation. Furthermore, they are recognised internationally as a model for pursuing an 

integrated approach to the sustainable use of natural resources.  The confidence gained from 

being a special purpose local authority with clear and limited purposes has enabled the NPAs 

to develop:  

• an integrated approach to the planning and management of the Parks – particularly the 

integration of social and economic activity with the special qualities of the Parks – which 

is essential to both the conservation of their special qualities and to a sustainable future 

for local communities 

• a balanced approach to reconciling national and local interests 

• an innovative approach to sustainable development [SD] 

• a significant contribution to the Welsh Government’s social inclusion, education and 

health agenda 
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16. Since the introduction of NPAs in 1996 the continuing need for such special purpose 

authorities has been endorsed on a number of occasions by inquiries and government policy 

statements on the planning and management of national parks. As recently as 2007 the Welsh 

Government published a revised National Park Policy Statement, in which it wholeheartedly 

endorsed the planning role of NPAs as being “… a vitally important one, and one that fully 

underpins their key statutory purposes and one that contributes to the delivery of sustainable 

development. The Welsh Assembly Government is therefore keen for them to retain this 

function and to use it positively to help the vision as set in paragraph 6.” [Paragraph] 18 e of 

policy statement].  

 

17. The Alliance is not aware of any changes in circumstances that suggest the role of the NPAs 

should be modified. Indeed, the recently published Williams Commission report on the delivery 

of public services endorses their role in its recommendation that “We therefore do not propose 

any change to the status and remit of NPAs”. That recommendation was derived from the view 

put to the Commission that “they [NPAs] act as specialised and valued custodians of important 

national landscape assets; and have demonstrably succeeded in promoting sustainable access 

and generating very high levels of tourist revenue” and that the Commission agreed “that other 

less specialised organisations (such as local authorities) would struggle to match this record”. 

The Commission also agreed with National Parks Wales that “…NPAs have a focus and a level of 

expertise in conservation and sustainable access that could be fragmented and lost if 

responsibility were transferred to local authorities. National Parks are – as the name suggests – 

national assets, not just local ones.” The Commission was also “concerned that the value of the 

National Park brand and the promotion of the parks as tourist destinations would equally be 

fragmented.” 

 

18. It is important at this stage to point out that the planning function of NPAs differs from that 

performed by local authorities in one crucial respect – unlike LPAs, which are all purpose 

authorities, the NPAs operate within a very specific statutory framework relating to the 

purpose of National Parks and are essentially single purpose authorities. They are required to 

integrate national and local interests, and to that end have nationally appointed members on 

their boards. They were given the tools to plan and manage these national assets in an 

integrated way. They have a team of staff, of whom the planners are part, focussed on the very 

specific task in hand. The removal of one of the tools - the planning function of NPAs - would 

make it much harder to pursue an integrated approach. Furthermore, where there is more 

than one local authority involved, they are able to pursue a consistent approach to planning 

across the whole park. This would be much harder if there were a number of different local 

development plans covering a park. 

 

19. In the Alliance’s view, it is difficult to see that there would be significant, if any, saving of 

money by removing the planning functions from NPAs and giving them to the local planning 

authorities. There would still have to be a specific plan for the national park area that is 

consistent across the whole park. How would that be prepared? There will still be the same 

number of planning applications, which will have to be dealt with in the same way and with the 

same sensitivity to national park purposes.  The same, if not more, staff would be needed, if 
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the standards of planning and development management are to be maintained, which would 

be essential when dealing with such important national assets. Furthermore access to the 

specialist, non-planning, staff in NPAs would be less easy than in a single organisation. 

 

20. To return to a model partly based on local authorities - a model that has been tried and tested 

and seen to fail would be counterproductive. In that context the Edwards Report is as relevant 

to-day as it was twenty years ago, when it reached its recommendation for the creation of 

independent authorities it was mindful of “…the need for park authorities to make decisions in 

support of park purposes unconstrained by the sometimes conflicting priorities of their parent 

county councils and freed of the possible pressures felt by senior staff from divided allegiances.” 

 

21. The only evidence that there is a problem with the planning function is the perception held by 

business interests that the NPAs do not take their interests into account sufficiently. The 

delicate process of promoting the sustainable use of natural resources within NPs in ways 

which integrate social and economic activity with their special qualities has been at the heart 

of the work of the NPAs over many years. Their positive approach to partnership working has 

been essential in achieving their successes i.e. enabling what can be done rather than stopping 

things. However, despite their successes there remains an undeserved perception that this 

work undertaken in these areas is negative in its approach. 

 

22. Whilst, the Alliance recognises that this can be a source of tension, it does not consider that 

partial dismantling of the present system would be the solution. Indeed one could be forgiven 

for reading into any proposal to take planning powers away from NPAs the intention to make it 

easier to gain planning permission. In the view of the Alliance even a partial dismantling of the 

integrated approach, which is the envy of many countries around the world, would run the risk 

of the special qualities of NPs being eroded to the detriment of the many benefits that the 

nation gains from them, in particular the local economy.  

 

23. However, the Alliance believes that there is a solution which could be to the benefit of all 

concerned. It should, at the very least, be tried and tested before throwing away a system that 

has served so well. We believe that it should be made much clearer that National Parks are 

living and vibrant landscapes where socio-economic activity is not only a prerequisite for their 

sustainable future but also welcomed.  

 

24. This would, we suggest, be achieved by creating a new framework for National Parks within 

which the socio –economic well-being of local communities is ensured whilst maintaining and 

enhancing the special qualities of the NPs and the respective roles of NPAs and public bodies 

promoting socio-economic activity are clarified. The role of the NPAs will still be needed to act 

as a catalyst for an integrated approach to planning and management of the parks. However, 

the role should be clarified by giving them a refreshed duty to “facilitate” the 

 

• Care and responsible use of the special qualities and natural resources of their area 

• Responsible enjoyment of the area’s special qualities 

• Appropriate socio-economic activity in their area 
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25. This new framework would require that the nature and scope of the statutory management 

plan for each Park should adopt an holistic and integrated approach and all aspects of the 

“Living Landscape” approach i.e. the interrelationship between natural and cultural resources, 

enjoyment and economy and individual well-being. In doing so, such an approach will 

demonstrate how the use of natural resources, enjoyment and socio-economic activity can be 

integrated with the area’s special qualities without detriment to them. It should also provide 

the framework for the local development plan, which in particular should reflect in its policies 

the opportunities for the promotion of those forms of economic activity and social well-being 

relevant to the special circumstances of the particular National Park. 

 

26. Furthermore it should be a requirement for the plan to be prepared collaboratively and in 

partnership with all relevant public authorities, as well as with local communities and 

stakeholders. The relevant public authorities should be required not only to sign up to and 

adopt it but also to demonstrate how they will contribute to and further its implementation 

through their own plans.  

 

27. Such changes would facilitate the Welsh Government’s objectives for sustainable development 

and the management of natural resources. In particular they would provide the framework for 

the pursuit of sustainable development in the most sensitive of areas. Furthermore the 

necessity of NPAs retaining their planning function would remain stronger than ever if we are 

to retain the natural beauty of our National Parks and they are to continue as living and vibrant 

places. 

 

 

 

 


