Proposed planning reforms threaten low-carbon housing ambitions, warn councils and environmental groups
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A coalition of more than 60 councils, businesses and civil society organisations has warned that proposed planning reforms in England could undermine efforts to build genuinely low-carbon homes, with campaigners arguing that the changes would weaken one of the few routes available to local authorities seeking tougher environmental standards.
The intervention, coordinated by the Town and Country Planning Association, comes as ministers consult on changes to the National Planning Policy Framework that would narrow councils’ ability to set energy-performance requirements above building regulations. According to the association, that could make it harder for local authorities to push developments towards zero-carbon operation, even in places that have already adopted higher standards.
Supporters of stronger local powers say the stakes are practical as well as environmental. Councils including Cornwall, Bath and North East Somerset, and Central Lincolnshire have required new homes to be zero carbon in use, a standard intended to cut reliance on fossil fuels and lower household bills. Hugh Ellis of the TCPA argued that building regulations should set only the baseline, while planning policy should remain a tool for innovation. Christopher Hammond of UK100 said local leaders had spent years developing workable plans for warmer, cheaper-to-run homes, only to face a system that could now block them.
The Home Builders’ Federation has pushed back, warning that a fragmented system of local standards would create confusion and slow delivery. In comments reported by The Guardian, the industry body argued that building regulations, not planning authorities, should govern such requirements. But Friends of the Earth said the proposed direction would blunt councils’ ability to set ambitious energy standards and would leave new housing less able to tackle fuel poverty or meet climate goals.
The debate also echoes developments in Ireland, where local authority-led standards helped drive wider national changes to energy rules. The TCPA and other campaigners point to that experience as evidence that local innovation can be scaled up, rather than treated as an obstacle. That argument sits alongside the government’s own stated ambition, set out in its planning consultation and later building-regulations circulars, to support homes that are ready for a zero-carbon future.
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