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The National Planning Policy Framework promotes the idea of ‘healthy communities’.
The planning system can be used to support this, with Local Authorities rejecting
planning applications that would lead to the spread of hot food takeaways (HFTs) in
an area, and supporting the development of healthier environments. However,
decisions by Local Authorities are often subject to appeal, and at this point The
Planning Inspectorate is asked to review and give a final decision on the outcome; it
can either uphold or dismiss an appeal.

What is the context?

In recent years, planning and health in England have begun to be considered in
conjunction with one another. Planning policies and decisions have been used to
manage the spread of HFTs and encourage healthier food environments. The COVID-
19 pandemic has also increased the toxicity of high streets with many traditional
businesses ceasing to trade, and hot, fast, food shops becoming more plentiful. The
Government’s Levelling Up agenda seeks, among many things, to revive high streets
and to counteract the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, and planning / policy will
have a significant part to play in this. However, local authorities are in the driving seat,
and need to respond to each applicant’s case as best they can.

There is evidence to show that some people do not always make informed decisions
regarding the healthfulness of their food. HFTs are one source of food which has
received attention as food from these places is often high in fat, sugar, calories and
salt yet often nutritionally poor. Despite this, food from HFTs has significant
popularity with some groups of people particularly with young people who will travel
significant distances to obtain their preferred HFT meal. More generally, living in
areas which have lots of HFT outlets increases the likelihood of buying and eating
less healthy food.

How can Local Authorities in England use the planning
system?

It is important to remember that as far as HFT planning applications and appeals are
concerned, they are considered against policies in the development plan and other
material considerations, including any supplementary planning documents. It is often
thought that with a supplementary planning document (SPD) in place, any appeal that
is made against a refused planning application for a HFT will not be upheld. However,
while the existence of an SPD can be useful, it does not guarantee the outcome of an
appeal. An SPD supplements policies in the development plan and does not set
policy. If a Local Authority wants to be more secure in the likelihood of the outcome,
then a specific policy needs to be included in their Local Plan, as this has statutory
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status. For example, this might include policies to the effect that no hot food
takeaways permitted within 400 metres of schools.

Is it an SPD or Local Plan that is needed?

The development of a Local Plan is very resource intensive, and can take years to
adopt, therefore Local Authorities may feel that introducing an SPD may be the “next
best thing”. However, SPD’s can be useful in bringing together evidence about the
effects of HFTs, research about the links between them and their locations and
obesity, detailing any parts of the Local Authority area where obesity is below the
national average and other relevant information. This will provide a sound basis for
explaining a decision to refuse permission and could be used at any subsequent
appeal. Having a Local Plan gives Local Authorities a sound basis on which to reject
HFT applications because of its status and as the relevant information and evidence
will have been considered as part of the Plan examination. If there isn't a Local Plan
or SPD in place, the Local Authority will have to start from scratch each time they
deal with a HFT application, search for the evidence and detail why it is a problem in
their area, providing links to the evidence.

Is there any training available for this?

In 2020, Public Health England (now the Office for Health Improvement and
Disparities) identified a need for more hands-on support so that local areas could
implement their planning healthy weight environments guidance and commissioned a
team of researchers from Fuse, the Centre for Translational Research in Public
Health, based at Teesside University and Newcastle University to develop a
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) training package for Local Authority
planning and public health teams. This will be hosted by FuturelLearn in the near
future and will be available free of charge from their website (search for ‘using the
planning system to promote healthier weight environments’).

Key findings

e The planning system has been, and can be, used to manage the spread of hot
food takeaways and encourage healthier food environments.

e Having a Local Plan gives Local Authorities a sound basis on which to reject
HFT applications.


https://www.futurelearn.com/
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¢ A specific policy should be included in any Local Plan, but once in place, they
provide a firm basis to reject HFT planning applications.

e The existence of a SPD can be useful, but it does not guarantee a successful
outcome with respect to rejecting HFT planning applications.

o A free of charge, online, CPD course, co-developed by Public Health England
and Fuse researchers, on this subject will be available in the near future via
FuturelLearn for Local Authority planning and public health teams.

Policy relevance and implications

e Local Authorities need to understand the application of Local Planning Policy
and Supplementary Planning Documents with respect to HFT applications and
appeal cases.

e |tis important to have firm commitment and support from elected members
and senior management of various professional groups, especially Planning
and Public Health.

¢ The need to respond in a timely manner requires capable staff with capacity
and access to resources (e.g., accurate, robust, and up to date evidence and
information) to deal with HFT applications and appeals.

e Using clear and concise language which is accessible across different
professional groups will ensure good communication with local residents and
stakeholders.

“...If a Local Authority wants to be more secure in the likelihood of the
outcome, then a specific policy needs to be included in their Local Plan,
as this has statutory status...”

Further information/contact details

Please note, this How To Guide is a working draft and we would welcome comments
and feedback.

Dr Helen Moore, Fuse (Teesside University)
Email: h.moore@tees.ac.uk

For more information, please contact Dr Helen Moore
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