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Foreword 

by Simon Fairlie 

In 2007 the British government began to unveil plans for up to 15 

new ‘ecotowns’ of 5,000 to 20,000 homes, mostly sited in the 

greenbelt or open countryside. Critics argue that these new towns 

fly in the face of planning policy, and the Local Government 

Association has even threatened a judicial review of the plans. In 

response the Labour government claims that their ecotowns will be 

far greener than anything built previously, with zero carbon homes, 

significant reduction of car use and ownership, food provision on 

allotments, etc — and hence they are justified as an exception to 

normal planning policy which seeks to site conventional new 

development in or alongside existing settlements. 

The funny thing is that over the last 12 years a growing number of 

people have been making much the same argument — that highly 

sustainable developments ought to be regarded as exceptions to 

normal planning policy — and the British government has paid not 

a blind bit of attention. 

In 1996, I started promoting the concept of 

‘Low Impact Development’ in a book of that 

name, a book born out of the frustration of 

trying to obtain permission to live in a self-built, 

off-grid community in Somerset. Neither the 

term nor the concept was new. People have 

been living low impact lifestyles in low impact 

buildings for centuries; indeed until very 

recently the majority of people in the world 

lived that way. The book borrowed ideas from 

several other people, notably Tony Wrench, 

who was facing similar planning problems in 

Wales. 
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In the book I defined a low impact development as one that 

‘through its low negative environmental impact either enhances or 

does not significantly diminish environmental quality’. This 

definition gets bandied around all over the place (most recently in a 

Welsh Assembly consultation paper on affordable housing), but I 

now prefer the following: ‘LID is development which, by virtue of 

its low or benign environmental impact, may be allowed in locations 

where conventional development is not permitted.’ 

I prefer this revised 

definition because wrapped 

up in it is the main 

argument; that low impact 

buildings need not be 

bound by the restrictions 

necessary to protect the 

c o u n t r y s i d e  f r o m 

‘conventional’ high impact 

development — a.k.a. 

suburban sprawl. There are 

two other principle 

arguments in favour of 

LID: (i) that some form of exception policy is necessary because 

conventional housing in a countryside protected from sprawl 

becomes too expensive for the people who work there; and (ii) 

soon we will all have to live more sustainable low impact lifestyles, 

so pioneers should be encouraged. 

Since the publication of Low Impact Development, there have been 

a wealth of initiatives in support of LID. The Rural Planning Group 

of The Land Is Ours in 1999 produced a list of 15 Criteria by which 

LIDs could be assessed. The same year saw the founding of 

Chapter 7, an organization devoted to lobbying on behalf of low 
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impact builders, smallholders, caravan dwellers and other low 

income rural people facing planning problems, and offering free 

advice. In 2003, Chapter 7 published Sustainable Homes and Livelihoods 

in the Countryside, a 50 page document advocating changes to PPS 7, 

the government’s planning policy statement on the countryside — 

backed up with an appendix reporting on over 80 individual cases. 

Meanwhile, increasing numbers of people have been starting up low 

impact projects, more often than not moving onto land without 

applying for permission in advance, knowing that refusal would be 

inevitable. In many instances, after refusal by the local authority, the 

matter has gone to appeal, and in the majority of cases appeal 

Inspectors have decided, on the face of the evidence, that these 

LIDs are a justifiable exception to planning policy. In England, 

since 1999, almost every single low impact community that has 

gone to appeal — Kings Hill, Tinkers Bubble, Steward Community 

Woodland, Landmatters, Fivepenny Farm, Quicken Wood, Keveral 

Farm — has been given temporary or permanent permission. 

All the more bizarre then that the government Ministry Responsible 

for Planning (currently the DCLG, but it changes its name so 

frequently that I shall call it the MRP) still refuses to acknowledge 

the existence of LID. The only time I have ever seen the term ‘low 

impact development’ used by the MRP was in relation to the 

Business Enterprise Zones introduced via the 2004 Planning and 

Compulsory Purchase Act. There have been a few changes in the 

right direction, notably the acknowledgement in the 2004 revision 

of PPS7 that subsistence production can be viable; but progress is 

painfully slow. Such is the dead weight of English planning 

bureaucracy that you have to move a mountain to change the 

position of a single comma. In Sustainable Homes and Livelihoods we 

provided pages of evidence to show that the statement ‘normally it 

will be as convenient for farm or forestry workers to live in nearby 
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towns as it will be for them to live where they work’ was a load of 

outdated, uninformed tosh. In all the cases we documented, living 

away from your holding was extremely inconvenient. When the new 

version of PPS7 came back, ‘normally’ had been changed to ‘often’. 

The MRP’s refusal to acknowledge the existence of LID becomes 

more understandable if we take into account that it hasn’t even 

recognized the existence of self-build. There is not a single mention 

of self-build housing anywhere in the reams and reams of 

government guidance that I have ploughed through over the last 12 

years, nor is it mentioned in the Treasury’s Review of Housing, by Kate 

Barker — even though self-build constitutes nearly 10 per cent of 

all owner-occupied housing in the UK (mainly as a luxury 

alternative for the wealthy) . In most other European countries self-

build constitutes between 40 and 60 per cent of owner occupied 

housing, and caters for ordinary people and first-time buyers. 

And herein lies the discrepancy between the MRP’s support for 

ecotowns in the open countryside, and its refusal to acknowledge 

the existence of low impact ecovillages, ecohamlets, ecofarms and 

ecoshacks. British governments, and particularly the Labour 

Government, detest the idea that people are capable of creating 

their own habitat and building their own home. Planners hate 

dealing with individual applications and prefer to carve up the 

building land under their control amongst a cartel of developers 

whom they meet over liquid lunches. The overwhelming proportion 

of land allocated for housing, or scheduled to be in the near future, 

is monopolized by a handful of housebuilding corporations, and 

unavailable to the likes of you or I. These are the people the 

planning establishment likes to deal with and that is why the 

government has given the responsibility of building its pilot 

‘ecovillage’ outside Bristol, not to the people who have been 

campaigning for 20 years for the right to build ecovillages, but to 
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Barratts, the housebuilding firm that has just had to lay off 15 per 

cent of its workforce. 

The ray of light shining over this dismal Saxon landscape comes 

from the Celtic fringe. Scotland has acknowledged the existence and 

the potential benefits of low impact housing in its national planning 

guidance ever since 1999; but in many parts of Scotland the main 

restraint on sustainable rural development is not planning policy, 

but land ownership. Cornwall is peculiar and full of caravans, pixies 

and erratically behaved planning departments. 

The really interesting developments are happening in Wales where 

the drawn out battle over the roundhouses at Brithdir Mawr, in 

Pembrokeshire National Park, has prompted two reports on LID, 

the first in 2002 from the University of the West of England, and 

another two years later from Baker Associates of Bristol — and as a 

result, a spirited attempt from the planning policy officers in 

Pembrokeshire to draw up a working development plan policy for 

LID. The Lammas project is a spirited response. In summer 2008 

the Welsh Assembly published a consultation document on 

affordable housing and inviting views, not on whether LID should 

be introduced, but on what criteria might be appropriate. 

All of this suggests that regional devolution really does improve 

democracy: civil servants in the devolved regions are more 

accessible, and are more inclined to listen than in England. But 

ultimately democracy depends upon the resolution of people to 

claim self-determination, and to riot when denied it. It will probably 

take years for the English planning establishment to introduce 

policies that provide for self-build and LID. Until that happens 

interested people will have to move onto land and provide for 

themselves. The priority should be to do this as effectively and 

sustainably as possible so that it sets a shining example. 


