Angela Rayner urged to simplify UK planning laws to boost pond creation for flood control and biodiversity
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A growing movement to reform UK planning regulations is gaining traction as Angela Rayner, the Deputy Prime Minister, is urged to streamline processes that would facilitate the creation of new ponds. The initiative aims to address both the pressing issue of flooding and the need for wildlife habitats. Currently, constructing ponds often encounters significant bureaucratic obstacles, categorising the digging of earth as either engineering work or mining, thus requiring extensive planning permission.
In a proactive effort, Conservative MP Rebecca Smith is advocating for an amendment to Rayner's Planning and Infrastructure Bill. Her proposal seeks to grant 'presumed consent' for creating new water bodies that are less than 0.2 hectares in size, approximately a third of a football pitch. Smith argues that “where there is water, there is life,” stating that ponds serve vital ecological roles as habitats for species like the common toad and blue-tailed damselfly. Additionally, as she highlights, these small lakes play a crucial role in mitigating flooding by capturing excess water during periods of heavy rainfall.
Supporting this amendment, environmental advocates such as Professor Jeremy Biggs, CEO of the Freshwater Habitats Trust, note that establishing new ponds can significantly enhance local biodiversity. He emphasised that simplifying the planning process for wildlife ponds would expedite vital restoration efforts for freshwater habitats across the nation.
The proposed changes by Rayner not only aim to facilitate natural environments but are part of a larger government strategy to expedite housing and infrastructure developments, a commitment to construct 1.5 million homes by 2029-30. Recent analyses from the World Meteorological Organisation and the Met Office have indicated that northern Europe may face increasingly wet winters in the coming years, which underscores the importance of proactive flood management solutions.
In a broader context, the government’s reform agenda includes shifting planning decisions from council committees to trained officers, thus reducing delays caused by local council structures. This initiative has been met with both support and scrutiny. While it seeks to eliminate uncertainty in the building process, critics caution that bypassing local input could inadvertently erode community-led development and environmental protections.
Angela Rayner firmly asserts that while these reforms are necessary for housing development, they will not compromise green initiatives. Recent statements during a visit to a housing project near Didcot, Oxfordshire, reaffirm her commitment to balancing development needs with ecological safeguards.
In light of these reforms, Kitty Thompson from the Conservative Environment Network emphasised the critical importance of creating new ponds for enhancing biodiversity and bolstering climate resilience. She described the amendment as a necessary measure to empower landowners and farmers to actively contribute to ecological recovery and flood prevention, reiterating that “giving ponds permitted development rights is a small change that can have a big impact.”
The convergence of environmental concerns with housing and infrastructure development exemplifies the complexities facing policymakers. As the push for reform continues, the successful integration of these dual objectives—fostering biodiversity and meeting housing needs—remains a pivotal challenge for the UK government.
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