The Localism Bill 

After considerable delay due to ‘legislative congestion’ the Localism Bill was finally published on December 13th 2010. Weighing in at a mere 400 plus pages the scope of the Bill is breathtaking, as is the minor revolution it proposes. 
  
[image: the localism bill]My initial assessment is that the Localism Bill represents a major victory for Pickles who has been under significant pressure from within his own department and others to water down many of the heavily trailed measures. 
  
There is no doubt that the local government and planning landscape will change considerably in the next 12 to 18 months. 

In summary, the key measures include; 
  
· The Abolition of regional strategies: As expected, the Localism Bill includes specific primary legislation to abolish the RSSs (Regional Spatial Strategies). As ever, there remain significant questions as to what fills the current policy vacuum. 

· Neighborhood plans: Local people will be given new rights to shape the development of the communities in which they live. Organisations such as the RTPI are already raising concerns about the resourcing of this aspect. 

· [image: the localism bill]Community Infrastructure Levy: Local authorities will need to allocate a proportion of Community Infrastructure Levy revenue back to the neighborhood from which it was raised. The council will also have the ability to set its own levels of levies justified by local need and evidence. 

· Local planning reform: Councils and communities will receive greater control over their local development with the Planning Inspectorate weakened in its ability to re-write local plans. Authorities will only be able to adopt plans judged ‘sound’ by the inspector, but this new measure means that inspectors will only be able to suggest changes, not impose them. 

· Neighborhood planning: These will enable communities to permit development - in full or in outline - without the need for planning applications. It will be for communities to identify suitable land, sources of finance and secure support for their proposals. 

· Community right to buy: The Bill will give communities powers to save local assets threatened with closure, allowing them to bid for the ownership and management of community assets. 

· Predetermination: The rules around predetermination are to be relaxed. Councillors will be free to campaign, to express views on issues and to vote on those matters, without fear of being unjustly accused of having a closed mind on a particular issue because of it. Planning is specifically used as an example, what is not clear is if the relaxation will apply to members of the planning committee. 

· [image: the localism bill]Social housing allocations reform: Local authorities will be given a much stronger say as to who should be eligible for their housing waiting list. Expect a greater emphasis on ‘local homes for local people’. 

· Community ‘right to challenge’: This will enable voluntary and community groups, parish councils and certain public sector employees, to request to take over the running of any service the local authority currently delivers. This means that local communities will be able to get more involved in the delivery of public services and shape them in a way that will meet local preferences. 

· Council Tax referendums: The Localism Bill will end the central imposition of Council Tax caps on local government, and instead give local residents the power to veto excessive increases, by requiring local authorities to hold a referendum on any proposed rise above a certain threshold. 

· Business rate discounts: The Localism Bill will give local authorities the power to grant a discount on business rates. 

· Local referendums: Local residents will have the power to instigate, via a petition, local referendums on any local issue. 
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· Duty to co-operate: The Localism Bill introduces a duty to co-operate in order to encourage and enable strategic planning. The duty covers local planning authorities and other public bodies. 

· Reform of council housing finance: This will enable councils to keep their rental income and use it locally to maintain their homes. 

· Strengthening of enforcement: The Localism Bill places a greater emphasis on tackling retrospective planning activity and gives greater powers to councils in this area. 

· General Power of Competence: The Localism Bill will give local authorities a General Power of Competence, allowing them to do anything which is not specifically prohibited by law. 
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