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MHLCG: Proposed reforms to the National Planning Policy Framework
Evidence submitted by Intelligent Health - September 2024

About Intelligent Health

Intelligent Health was founded and is led by Dr Wiliam Bird MBE, a practising GP and an honorary
professor at the University of Exeter. Intelligent Health has engaged over 1.9 million people in 182
places across the UK to enable them to be more physically active, help them to connect with their
place and their community and in turn, improve their wellbeing using ONS4." This has been delivered
through the community engagement and insight programme Beat the Street which gets 10% of the
local population taking part. The benefits continue well beyond the intervention, lasting at least two
years and possibly longer. Beat the Street is a community development tool that has been recognised
in the Department of Culture, Media and Sport’s ‘Get Active strategy,? the Department for Transport’s
active travel toolkit for local authorities® and in a case study for ‘getting communities moving’ for
Public Health England.“

Intelligent Health's mission is to create resilience and improve health by connecting people to each
other, their communities and their environment. This is achieved through engagement of communities
at scale, sharing knowledge of the foundations of good health, and by using data and evaluation to
deliver actionable insight. The vision is simple; to transform people’s health through small changes that
make a big difference.

Response
Question 27: Do you have any views on the role that Local Nature Recovery Strategies could play in
identifying areas of Green Belt which can be enhanced?

1. Intelligent Health believes that Local Nature Recovery Strategies should play a key role in
identifying areas of Green Belt which could be enhanced. Planners should work jointly with
DEFRA and the 48 authorities responsible for the Local Nature Recovery Strategies to avoid
duplicating work in siloes and to enable better cross-departmental working. By designation,
each strategy must have a local habitat map, detailing factors of the environment and
indicating where some areas may be experiencing biodiversity loss or where existing Green
Belt land could be enhanced in general.

Question 36: Do you agree with the proposed approach to securing benefits for nature and public
access to green space where Green Belt release occurs?

2. Intelligent Health agrees with the proposed approach to securing benefits for nature and
public access to green space where Green Belt release occurs. However, further clarification

TONS (2024). Personal well-being user guidance - Office for National Statistics. Available at:
https:/www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/methodologies/personalwellbeingsurveyuserguide.
2DCMS (2023) Get Active: A strategy for the future of sport and physical activity. Available at:
https:/assets.publishing.service.gov.uk /government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1181262/11187-DCMS-
Sports_Strategy Report CMACCESSIBLE-02.pdf.

3 Department for Transport (2022). Active travel: local authority toolkit. Available at:

https:/www.gov.uk /government/publications/active-travel-local-authority-toolkit/active-travel-local-authority-toolkit.

4 Public Health England (2016). Beat the Street: getting communities moving. Available at:

https:/www.gov.uk /government/case-studies/beat-the-street-getting-communities-moving.
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in required in relation to a baseline expectation. We have long campaigned for a redesignation
of the Green Belt when considering “car parks, dumps and inaccessible wasteland”® which is
on the cusp of being categorised as ‘grey belt’ land by the government. Equally, we support
addressing the building needs associated with the current housing crisis, however, this should
not be at the expense of quality green space.® We believe that there should be a baseline on
local planning authorities’ policy on green space requirements. Without a baseline expectation
on local planners, we would be concerned about adherence and would expect a two-tiered
approach where nature and green space are deemed as less of a priority. It may be advisable
to consider following the Green Infrastructure Framework as a mandatory requirement as
opposed to advised guidance. Further, we would advocate that good-quality accessible
green or blue space needs to be within the recommended 15-minute walk from their home.
Here, “within a short walk of their home;” is too vague and is open to interpretation based
around ability and mobility. Conclusively, we also believe that there is a role here for behaviour
change here too and planners should work with communities to consult with and encourage
those less likely to visit green and blue spaces to use them.

Question 69: Do you agree with the changes proposed to paragraphs 114 and 115 of the existing
NPPFE?

3. Yes, Intelligent Health agrees with the changes proposed to paragraphs 114 and 115 of the
existing NPPF. Motor vehicle dominance and policy biased towards drivers has many negative
factors that contribute towards ill health. This includes discouraging people from actively
travelling, contributing to air pollution, traffic accidents and further environmental damage to
the detriment of the climate.” We believe that the new ‘vision and validate statement, takes
a vision-led approach as opposed to ‘predict and provide, which has favoured road building
and creating car-dependent areas by using past traffic trends to determine the future need
for infrastructure. In recent years, the misgivings of predict and provide has led to some local
authorities deciding to move away from this model independently. For example, Oxfordshire
County Council moved instead to ‘decide and provide in response to an aim to halve the
number of car trips across the county by 2040.8 Similarly to ‘vision and validate; ‘decide and
provide takes a vision-led approach to transport planning, with active travel and use of public
transport at its core.

Question 70: How could national planning policy better support local authorities in @) promoting
healthy communities and (b) tackling childhood obesity?

4. Intelligent Health believes that national planning policy could better support local authorities
in promoting healthy communities if public health was included as a strategic priority in the

5 Bond, J. (2023) Redefining what green belt means could solve the housing crisis in London - CityAM, Available at:
https:/www.cityam.com/redefining-what-green-belt-means-could-solve-the-housing-crisis-in-london/

& Carter, E. (2023). Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Select Committee: Urban green spaces inquiry. Available at:
https:/www.intelligenthealth.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/EFRA-Committee-Urban-Green-Spaces-Inquiry-Evidence-
Submitted-by-Intelligent-Health-October-202384 pdf

7 Miner, P., Smith, B.M., Jani, A., McNeill, G. and Gathorne-Hardy, A. (2024). Car harm: A global review of automobility’s harm
1o people and the environment. Journal of Transport Geography, [online] 115(0966-6923), p.103817. doi:103817.

8 Carey, C. (2022). UK county pivots to ‘decide and provide' transport planning. Cities Today. Available at: https:/cities-
today.com/uk-county-pivots-to-decide-and-provide-transpor t-planning/
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NPPF for planning and decision taking. In support of the Town and Country Planning
Association (TCPA), we agree that the NPPF should start with a clear statement that the role
of planning is to support population and planetary thriving with the explicit aims of creating
health and wellbeing and reducing health inequalities, and that all planning policies and
decisions must be directly influenced by local health priorities and strategies.® We agree that
the inclusion of this statement would ensure that those involved in planning process would be
clear on the importance of a built environment that supports public health being an essential
requirement in decision making.

5. Of course, “housing, basic amenities and the environment” are stated by the World Health
Organization as one of the many social determinants of health.”© In Labour’'s 2024 Manifesto
there was a stated intention to tackle the social determinants of health as a means to address
deep health inequalities and the increasing gap in healthy life expectancy.” By placing an onus
on those involved in planning to put public health as a priority, this will go some way in
addressing health inequalities when considering housing and the built environment as a social
determinant of health. Thus, we believe that chapter 3 of the NPPF should explicitly support
local authorities to make plans that strategically respond to the health needs of their
populations, positively promote health and wellbeing and address local health inequalities. To
supplement this, national planning policy should include a requirement to consult directors of
public health in decision-making and require the use of health impact assessments on large-
scale developments and as part of the ‘Golden Rules being designed for development on
‘grey belt’ land. Conclusively, Intelligent Health supports the TCPA's Campaign for Healthy
Homes, and we agree that the NPPF should promote the delivery of good quality affordable
homes to address the health harms and costs caused by poor quality, unaffordable and
insecure housing.™

6. Inrelation to tackling childhood obesity, from the perspective of Intelligent Health, we believe
that planning and the built environment needs to have greater consideration of encouraging
children and young people to adopt healthy behaviours throughout the life cycle. Childhood
obesity is not solely linked to physical inactivity, with there being many environmental factors
contributing to the issue. However, since 2014 physical inactivity has been cited as a main
cause for obesity in the UK, with average body weight increasing where calorific and sugar
content decreasing where sedentary behaviour increased from 2002." In Sport England’s
latest Active Lives data for the 2022-23 academic year, it was found that 53% of children and
young people are not achieving the Chief Medical Officer's recommended 60 minutes of
sport or physical activity a day." Active play and informal activity (80% for Years 1-2, 69%

9 Thrift, J. (2024). The TCPA's initial responses to the NPPF consultation questions on healthy places and homes. TCPA.
Available at: https:/www.tcpa.org.uk /wp-content/uploads/2024/09/TCPAs-initial-responses-to-the-NPPF -questions-on-
health-and-homes_September-2024 pdf

10 World Health Organization (2024). Social Determinants of Health. Available at: https:/www.who.int/health-topics/social-
determinants-of-health#tab=tab 1.

T Labour Party (2024). Change: Build an NHS fit for the future. The Labour Party. Available at:

https:/labour.org.uk /change/build-an-nhs-fit-for-the-future/.

2 TCPA (2024). Campaign for Healthy Homes. Town and Country Planning Association. Available at:
https:/www.tcpa.org.uk /collection/campaign-for-healthy-homes/

BIEA (2014). Inactivity, not calorie consumption, behind rising obesity in the UK. Institute of Economic Affairs. Available at:
https:/iea.org.uk/in-the-media/press-release/inactivity-not-calorie-consumption-behind-rising-obesity-in-the-uk.

4 Sport England (2023). Children's activity levels hold firm but significant challenges remain. Sport England. Available at:
https:/www.sportengland.org/news-and-inspiration/childrens-activity-levels-hold-firm-significant-challenges-remain.
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for Years 3-6 and 50% for Years 7-11) and active travel (80% for Years 1-2, 53% for Years 3-
6 and 54 % for Years 7-11) are cited as two of the top three types of activity, clearly indicating
importance on both active travel and play in tackling childhood obesity. Where we believe
that tackling obesity, and in turn childhood obesity, requires a whole system approach,”® we
know that the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government is one of many
government departments required to address this rising epidemic. For MHCLG and the
planning system, the key focus should be enabling built environments where children can play
and travel actively. It is rare in urban areas, for the built environment to be supportive of play
and safe, active travel routes. A recent study of 7,175 Beat the Street child participants that
posed questions on childhood independence found that children in rural areas were more
likely to be allowed to play or travel unsupervised than their urban counterparts.
Subseqguently, urban environments, with higher traffic and perceived risks, prompted stricter
supervision from parents.” These findings add to a wider argument that in primarily urban
areas, neighbourhood design that takes into account walkability and play will be paramount in
tackling childhood obesity alongside other recommendations.

7. As an organisation that has advocated walking for health from inception, creating more
walkable places is at the core of what we do, both through our programme Beat the Street
and through our advocacy work. At the start of 2024, we published ‘Routes to Roots; our
manifesto with low-cost or no-cost asks for an incoming government to make places more
walkable. Part of this included policy recommendations for the then Department for Levelling-
up, Housing and Communities where two of them were related directly to the planning
process. Firstly, “Work with local authorities to implement a policy that considers 'Playstreets’
within the planning process. Making it a simpler process for communities to close streets off
to encourage play, community and physical activity” — which supplements the discussion in
the paragraph above. Our second planning-related ask for DLUHC was to “Follow the
National Forest planning policy that requires any new build, either housebuilding or
infrastructure to dedicate 20-30% of land to safe, equitable and accessible green space.”’®
Intelligent Health acknowledges that through the Countryside Protection Plan™ and the party
manifesto, the government has since indicated the intention to commit to three new National
Forests, that we believe will positively contribute to both childhood exposure to the natural
environment and encourage more people to be active in nature. We look forward to the
creation of the three new National Forests and will be monitoring any progress.

5 Sport England (2023a). Active Lives Children and Young People Survey Academic year 2022-23. Sport England. Available
at: https:/sportengland-production-files.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2023-
12/Active%20Lives%20Children%20and %20 Young %2 0People%20Survey % 20-%20academic%20year %202022-
23%20report.pdf?Versionld=3N7GGW ZMKy88UPsGfnJVUZkaTkILwB L

6 Carter, E. (2024). Consultation Response: Food, Diet and Obesity Committee Inquiry into Food, Diet and Obesity.
Intelligent Health. Available at: https:/www.intelligenthealth.co.uk /consultation-response-food-diet-and-obesity-committee-
inquiry-into-food-diet-and-obesity-april-2024/

7 Rose, S. (2024) Beat the Street: Childhood Independence study

8 Knight, K. (2024). Intelligent Health: Routes to Roots. Sports Think Tank. Available at:
https:/www.sportsthinktank.com/blog/2024/03/preventative-health-recreation-and-
leisure#~text=We%20have%20named%200our %20considered

9 Beament, E. (2024). Labour unveils ‘countryside protection plan’ to improve access and end decline. Independent. Available
at: https:/www.independent.co.uk /news/uk/labour-steve-reed-british-conservatives-lake-district-national-park-
02558476.html.
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Question 71: Do you have any other suggestions relating to the proposals in this chapter?

8. Retaining, improving and creating good-quality and accessible green and blue spaces is core
to improving health outcomes through the planning system. Almost a third of people in the
UK, do not have adequate provisions of green space within 15-minutes’ walk of their home.2°
Evidence shows that exposure to green space impacts health from conception, a topic which
our CEO, Dr Wiliam Bird MBE gave oral evidence to the former Levelling-up, Housing and
Communities Select Committee in January 2024 for the ‘Children, young people and the built
environment’ Inquiry.?" Housing developments from 2009 to 2021 brought with them a
considerable reductionin the total amount of green space within a Tkm radius when compared
with developments that predate them.?2 The previous government made a commitment to
ensure that everyone would live within a 15-minute walk of woodlands, wetlands, parks and
rivers in a bid to restore nature through the Environmental Improvement Plan.2® Of course, this
would have included creating and improving urban green and blue spaces to address the
‘green space gap where up to 75.8% of those living in the most deprived areas not having
suitable access to good quality green space.?* In tackling health inequalities there is clearly a
significant role in creating accessible, good-quality urban green spaces. A study of over
20,000 urban residents found that inequalities in mental wellbeing were reduced by 40% in
those reporting good access to green space.?® Furthermore, systematic reviews have found
strong evidence alluding to a lack of green space and an increased prevalence of type 2
diabetes 2627

Question 106: Do you have any views on the impacts of the above proposals for you, or the group
or business you represent and on anyone with a relevant protected characteristic? If so, please explain
who, which groups, including those with protected characteristics, or which businesses may be
impacted and how. Is there anything that could be done to mitigate any impact identified?

9. Mentions to the impact on children and young people are notably absent from the proposed
reforms to the NPPF. In our December 2023 evidence submission?® to the then Levelling-up,
Housing and Communities Committee we previously discussed the omission of children from
the current iteration of the NPPF, where children are only mentioned once as a passing
reference to housing need. The revised changes still do little to address this, despite this

20 OS (2020). Greenspace during Covid-19 | Blog. Ordnance Survey. Available at:
https:/www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/blog/greenspace-during-covid-19.

2Tntelligent Health (2024). Levelling Up Housing and Communities Committee - Intelligent Health Evidence. YouTube.
Available at: https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=IZMhD1ITQT 4

22 Adams, M. (2022). Neighbourhood green space is in rapid decline, deepening both the climate and mental health crises.
The Conversation. Available at: https:/theconversation.com/neighbourhood-green-space-is-in-rapid-decline-deepening-
both-the-climate-and-mental-health-crises-183389

23 DEFRA (2023). Environmental Improvement Plan 2023. GOV.UK. Available at:
https:/www.gov.uk/government/publications/environmental-improvement-plan

24 https:/www.greenflagaward.org/news/environment-charity-reveals-green-space-gap-as-northsouth-divide-identified/
25 Mitchell, R.J., et al (2015). Neighborhood environments and socioeconomic inequalities in mental well-being. American
journal of preventive medicine, 49

%6 De la Fuente, F., Saldias, M.A., Cubillos, C., Mery, G., Carvajal, D., Bowen, M. and Bertoglia, M.P. (2021). Green Space
Exposure Association with Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus, Physical Activity, and Obesity: A Systematic Review. International
Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 18(1), p.97.

27Yang, T, Gu, T., Xu, Z., He, T., Li, G. and Huang, J. (2023). Associations of residential green space with incident type 2
diabetes and the role of air pollution: A prospective analysis in UK Biobank. Science of The Total Environment, 866, p.161396..
28 Carter, E. (2023a). Children, young people and the built environment Inquiry. Intelligent Health. Available at:
https:/www.intelligenthealth.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Children-young-people-and-the-builtenvironment-
Evidence-submitted-by-IntelligentHealth-December-2023 . pdf
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government being committed to raising “the healthiest generation of children in our history”
through its Child Health Action Plan.?® Arguably, the needs of children and young people —
the generations of the future — must be considered in the planning process in order to achieve
the government’s aims. There are a series of suggestions that would address meeting
children's and young people’s needs in the planning process. Firstly, revise the NPPF to include
requirements for planning applications to meet childrens need for safe, accessible outdoor
space for play and socialising and publish high quality guidance on child-friendly planning to
sit alongside the NPPF. Secondly, establish children as a statutory equalities group in the
planning process and therefore, involve children and young people in significant local planning
decisions. Finally, take inspiration from other countries, such as Wales, by adopting Childrens
Rights Impact Assessments into all policies, looking at everything through the lens of a child’s
rights. This puts children's rights at the core of planning and delivery .3°

10. It can be argued that children and young peoples views and voices are not, or are rarely,
heard, considered and acted upon in the planning system. Due to limitations in the Equality
Act 2010,% children are not currently considered a statutory equalities group and therefore,
consideration of their needs as well as their consultation and involvement in decision-making
is not a requirement within planning. The 2022 Parks for London report ‘Young Green and
Well32 showed that young people want to be included in planning and decisions regarding
the use of green space. The summary from the young people consulted within the study
included the following: Firstly, identify where there is poor access to, or exclusion of young
people from, green space design, maintenance, management, and decision making so that
positive changes can be identified and implemented; Secondly, make existing green spaces
more permissive and welcoming to young people and, in some cases, provide 24-hour access,
and finally, provide shelters or all-weather spaces and tree canopy cover for protection during
wet, windy, or sunny weather and provide places to sit and socialise. Include exclusive places
and facilities for young people such as swings.

1. As a solution, government should look to existing methods of engagement being used to
include children and young people in planning decision making and require or at least
encourage the planning system to include children and young people in the early stages of
decision making. Voice. Opportunity.Power is a toolkit that was designed by ZCD Architects,
Grosvenor, TCPA and Sport England to involve young people in the making and managing of
neighbourhoods.?? Launched to enable meaningful discussion with children and young people
(@ged 11 to 18), the toolkit is a free resource with guidance on youth engagement in
placemaking and management. Voice. Opportunity. Power heralds to young people that their
voice matters, something which is incredibly important in planning decision making as they are
the demographic that will be living in and enjoying these places and spaces most.

29 Pope, C. (2024). Labour’s Child Health Action Plan will create the healthiest generation of children ever. The Labour Party.
Available at: ?ttps://labour‘org.uk/updates/stories/labours—cth—health—action—p\an—ww’\\—create—the—hea\th\'est—gemerat'\on—of—
children-ever,

30 Welsh Government (n.d.). Embedding Childrens Rights within Welsh Government A manual to support staff. Available at:
https:/www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-11/childrens-rights-scheme-staff-manual.pdf

31T UK Government (2010). Equality Act

32 Parks for London (2022). Young, Green, and Well. Available at: https:/parksforlondon.org.uk /wp-
content/uploads/2022/10/young-green-and-well-repor 2022 pdf

33 Voice. Opportunity. Power. (n.d.). Homepage - Voice Opportunity Power. Grosvenor Youth Engagement. Available at:
https://voiceopportunitypower.com/
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