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Exeter City Futures Our response Summary

Our response to Planning for the Future, the UK government’s White Paper, is based on findings arising from cross-
Exeter engagement led by Exeter City Futures in the development and facilitation of the Net Zero Exeter 2030 Plan

Through extensive consultation with our 
member organisations, residents and business 
of Exeter, Exeter City Futures (CIC) has defined 
12 Goals that provide a framework for delivery of 
the city’s net-zero ambition to be carbon neutral 
by 2030. 

Making up the Net Zero Exeter 2030 Plan (now 
adopted by Exeter City Council), many of these 
goals, and Exeter’s ability to meet the objectives 
and thereby become net zero, are directly 
impacted upon by planning policy. 

These goals include Affordable Healthy Homes, 
Access to Renewable Energy, Reduced Energy 
Consumption, Reduced Dominance of Cars, 
Reliable Journeys, Green Spaces and Local 
Produce, Clean Air, Efficient Resource 
Management, and Regenerative Design.

Our response to Planning for the Future, the UK 
government’s White Paper, is based on findings 
arising from cross-Exeter engagement led by 
Exeter City Futures in the development and 
facilitation of the Net Zero Exeter 2030 Plan, 
including the Emergency Transport and Retail 
roundtables. 

We strive to continually engage residents, 
communities, community organisations, 
businesses, academia and the public sector in 
working towards the shared ambition that 
Exeter will be net zero by 2030 and remain so 
for future generations to come.

The key points raised in our response to the 
Planning for the Future White Paper are:

•

•

Current planning policy is recognised as a
barrier to net zero, and local and national
planning policies must align to allow net
zero to be achieved by 2030
Planning policy must represent the
immediate needs of our citizens and
prioritise function of a place to enable net
zero by 2030. It must not risk decisions
made on beauty or out-of-date views on
how places have operated until now.

• Value must be attributed to green space,
and represented in planning decisions

• Digital is only one component to meaningful
engagement and reconnecting communities
with planning process.. Ensure engagement
is inclusive.

• Net Zero must be at the core of Planning
Policy at local and national level.
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https://www.exetercityfutures.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Net-Zero-Exeter-2030-Plan-PU.pdf


02 Current planning policy recognised as a barrier to achieving net zero

We welcome the need for reform of the planning 
system and policy. 

As evidenced in a workshop Exeter City Futures 
ran with local politicians in April 2020 reviewing 
barriers Exeter faces in becoming carbon neutral, 
planning policy was cited by councillors as a 
barrier to achieving net zero in Exeter across 
energy, transport, sustainability and capability. 
Businesses at a separate workshop, too, cited 
planning policy as a barrier to achieving net zero.

Planning policies at local and national level must 
also align to allow net zero to be achieved, and to 
enable net zero to be achieved by 2030. The cost 
of not aligning policy to the health of our 
residents and workers, to the environment, and 
to the economy is well understood by Exeter City 
Futures and by the city. 

The Net Zero Exeter 2030 Plan states an objective 
for Exeter City Council is to:

Align all statutory and non-statutory plans, 
policies and guidance (including the Local Plan 
and planning policies) with the ambitions of 
achieving net-zero carbon emissions and the 
actions set out in the Net Zero Exeter 2030 Plan. 
Ensure all Council decisions are informed by an 
analysis of whether they would help or hinder the 
delivery of the Net Zero Exeter 2030 Plan.  
[Objectives 1.3, 4.3, 7.7, 9.1, 9.2, 9.3, 12.5 – see 
Figure 1.]

The Net Zero Exeter 2030 Plan has since been 
adopted by Exeter City Council, and net zero by 
2030 is a core principle of Exeter’s Covid-19 
Recovery strategy and is integral to the realisation 
of the Exeter Vision (see page 19). 

And, as a shared goal, net zero by 2030 is 
achievable through driving collaboration and 
collective action.
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https://www.exetercityfutures.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Net-Zero-Exeter-Political-Workshop-2020.pdf
https://www.exetercityfutures.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Net-Zero-Exeter-Business-Workshop-2020.pdf
https://committees.exeter.gov.uk/documents/g6612/Public%20reports%20pack%2003rd-Nov-2020%2017.30%20Executive.pdf?T=10


03 Planning policy must represent the immediate needs of our citizens and 
prioritise function of a place to enable net zero by 2030. 

The role of cities is changing

Exeter City Futures is also supporting the Devon 
Climate Emergency response to the Planning 
White Paper, and agree that the new policy 
needs capacity to be able to ‘influence new 
development strongly or quickly enough to 
respond to the climate emergency’.

However, the ability for local authorities, 
developers, communities and all involved in a 
planning decision, to act in a timely manner, but 
also ‘of our time’ is critical. Pre-determining types 
of agreed and acceptable buildings, and the type 
of development will be seen in which part of a 
city (e.g. 1.24 suggests that a focus will be on 
using available land near to workplaces to set up 
more places of work), risks policy based on what 
has become a stereotypical view of what cities 
have become. Planning policy must instead 
enable the fundamental change in the role and 
responsibility function of cities, representing the 
immediate needs of people and planet. Two 
reasons:

As highlighted in Exeter City Futures’ Emergency Retail 
roundtable, more people are buying goods online, 
more people are working from home - amongst other 
factors - is resulting in the rise of neighbourhoods. 
With traditional city centres becoming ‘destination’ and
‘experiential’ spaces featuring entertainment, places to 
eat and exercise, people are demanding more 
workspace, more amenities, more green space and 
more opportunities in the neighbourhoods in which 
they live. It is agreed, and strategies that existed pre-
pandemic exist to testify, that Covid-19 served only to 
accelerate the already anticipated arrival of these 
challenges.

Where the White Paper proposes Growth, Renewal 
and Protected areas, has ‘beauty’ as a focus, and 
suggests pre-determined types of acceptable 
buildings, the priorities for planning should really be 
how places need to function and how it can enable 
thriving net zero communities and neighbourhoods.

We urge the government to seize this unique once-in-
a-lifetime opportunity to see communities, 
neighbourhoods and cities as ecosystems and to 
prioritise net zero.

People could live closer to their place of 
work (this could be homeworking or a 
workspace more local to them), and access 
doctors surgeries, schools, the local bakery 
or food-growing space within minutes of 
their front door. This will help reduce 
traffic, support the growth of small 
businesses, enable larger businesses to be 
more productive, increase demand for local 
food, enable more efficient energy 
generation and distribution, and support 
the development of healthier and greener 
communities. These are all identified 
priorities for a Net Zero Exeter.

This demands places exist not just because 
of their buildings, or because they are 
beautiful. A localised and clean energy 
system, a well-connected transport network 
and green infrastructure must work 
symbiotically with buildings that work for 
the people and neighbourhoods they serve 
to reduce carbon emissions and improve 
the health, wellbeing and resilience of 
citizens and communities.
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https://www.exetercityfutures.com/insights/outcomes-retail-roundtable/


03 Planning policy must represent the immediate needs of our citizens and 
prioritise function of a place to enable net zero by 2030. 

Exeter is committed to 2030

Exeter, as many authorities and areas, is 
committed to achieving net zero by 2030 - not 
2050 - and what we build now will be with us 
beyond that.

It is encouraging to read in the White Paper that, 
from 2025, new homes will emit 75-80% lower 
CO2 emissions and be zero-carbon-ready for 
when the grid decarbonises. It is also 
encouraging to read that the process could be 
speeded up (as outlined in Proposal 8).

However, the White Paper also notes the target 
for net zero is 2050 and suggests that new 
planning policy would seek to facilitate 
ambitious improvements in energy efficiency 
standards to deliver net zero by 2050.

Further, in and around Exeter, planning decisions are 
taking place based on consultations executed in a time 
when net zero was not so clearly on the agenda, and at 
least before climate emergency declarations were 
made. The Greater Exeter Strategic Plan, for example, 
sets out proposals for building and land use in the 
Exeter area up to 2040.

This is not just about speeding up the 
process, but Planning Policy must be 
relevant to the current net zero objectives 
of Exeter (and many other cities and 
areas), and be able to deliver meaningful 
actions that reduce carbon emissions now. 

Planning Policy, and the processes that 
exist beyond it, need to enable successful 
realisation of the 2030 carbon neutral goal. 
This means an option to reassess plans 
already in the development pipeline.

Response to the White Paper: Planning for the Future

https://www.gesp.org.uk/


04 Value must be attributed to Green Space

We note the value given to green space and 
references to biodiversity and support of the net 
gains this delivers. Hopefully, biodiversity net 
gains will also be a condition of most new 
developments as the Environment Bill intends to 
legislate.

There is a consideration as to how green space is 
valued. The politicians at Exeter City Futures’ 
barriers workshop earlier this year identified that 
the value of green space is not understood. In the 
Net Zero Exeter 2030 Plan, green space is also 
identified as potential for local food production 
(Net Zero Exeter Goal 6: Green Spaces and Local 
Produce) and we are working with local 
organisations that support the use of trees and 
increase of the tree canopy to improve air quality 
(Net Zero Exeter Goal 7: Clean Air). 

There are essential positive implications for Exeter 
residents’ health and improved mental wellbeing.

We strongly recommend that the new Future of 
Planning Policy considers how best the value of 
green space can be measured and represented 
in supporting planning decisions. 
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https://www.exetercityfutures.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Net-Zero-Exeter-Political-Workshop-2020.pdf


05 Digital is only one component to reconnecting communities with 
planning processes

We welcome the desire to (2.46) ‘support local 
authorities to radically rethink how they produce 
their Local Plans, and profoundly re-invent the 
ambition, depth and breadth with which they 
engage with communities.’ We also note the 
intention to make greater use of digital 
technology and ‘reconnect’ communities to a 
planning process that is supposed to serve 
them.

This is positive. Exeter has a considerable digital 
and data focus in terms of its expertise and 
intentions through the Net Zero Exeter 2030 
Plan to be an ‘Analytical City’. Exeter City Futures 
has already successfully delivered online 
engagement through our community 
consultation on the Net Zero Plan, Transport 
and Retail Roundtables, Active Travel, Travel to 
School and Greening the City Connect events, so 
we support the advantages of engaging using 
the support of digital platforms and tools. We 
also recognise how important it is that 
communities can input and have ownership of 
what happens in their neighbourhoods and to 
their cities. As the White Paper states, it is vital 
that people enjoy a good quality of life where 
they live and work.

With such a focus on digital and technology, we 
also urge the new Planning Policy to be mindful of 
equality and inclusion. Not everyone has, or 
knows how to access, the internet, online services 
or mobile devices and apps. With experience of 
the Reimagining Exeter map and running the 
Exeter Data Mill, Exeter City Futures also 
appreciates that some people have difficulty 
understanding maps and need information 
presented in a way that they can more easily 
understand.

There is also a consideration around how 
communities engage. Virtual and physical events, 
conversations, activities, exhibitions, signs and 
other communication and dialogue methods can 
gain valuable contributions and input where 
digital platforms do not because of time, how they 
generate awareness, options to interact whether 
as an individual, family or community group or 
other factors.

It is also important to be clear how 
communities can input at all stages of the 
Planning process. This goes beyond 
communities understanding what is being 
proposed in their neighbourhoods and shaping 
design codes. Significant changes anticipated 
by Exeter and many other areas under their net 
zero plans will often only be successful with 
community ownership and leadership. 

This will require the manoeuvring, co-
ordination and collaboration of a number of 
people and organisations, not only at the 
consultation stage, but throughout the process 
to the point at which the community also plays 
an active role in maintaining and valuing the 
role of the buildings after they have been built 
or developed. This will likely involve time, 
resources and methods of communication (e.g. 
awareness and education campaigns) that 
compliment digital platforms.
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https://www.exetercityfutures.com/insights/green-restart-outcomes/
https://www.exetercityfutures.com/insights/outcomes-retail-roundtable/
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/exeter-city-futures-connect-active-travel-liveable-streets-registration-107920025702
https://www.exetercityfutures.com/travel-to-school-wrap-up/
https://www.exetercityfutures.com/greening-wrapup/
https://www.exetercityfutures.com/greening-wrapup/
https://exeterdatamill.com/
https://exetercommunity.ushahidi.io/views/map


Finally, we fully appreciate the intention to 
‘Ensure the planning system supports our 
efforts to combat climate change and 
maximises environmental benefits, by ensuring 
the National Planning Policy Framework targets 
those areas where a reformed planning system 
can most effectively address climate change 
mitigation and adaptation and facilitate 
environmental improvements.’

This opportunity to combat climate change must be 
optimised by making net zero core to all three of the 
White Paper’s proposed Pillars (1. Planning for 
development, 2, Planning for beautiful and 
sustainable places, 3. Planning for infrastructure 
and connected places). Planning decisions, both at 
local or national level, should prioritise net zero. 

The net zero objective should be clearly auditable 
through every stage from consultation through to 
design, development and to the way people are 
then able to live and work in those communities. 
Developments, including buildings, energy, 
transport, and green infrastructure, and the way in 
which people can benefit from their space, should 
be clearly assessed as to how they deliver against 
net zero objectives, and held to account.
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06 Net zero must be at the core of Planning Policy, both 
national and local

https://exeterdatamill.com/
https://exetercommunity.ushahidi.io/views/map
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Thank you for the opportunity for Exeter City Futures to contribute to the consultation. As a 
representative of the city of Exeter’s collaborative effort to become net zero, we hope the 
evidence we have been able to provide is of value. 

We are certainly encouraged by the determination presented in the White Paper to fully 
grasp the once in a generation opportunity to think big and bold enough to ensure local and 
national Planning Policy is fit for purpose in the face of the climate change emergency and 
the ambitious Net Zero Exeter 2030 Plan.
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