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The Chancellor delivered a Budget in which he claimed 
the economy was taking another big step from austerity 
to prosperity and positioned the UK as the Comeback 
Country.
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revised forecast for GDP 
growth in 2015 (up from 
2.3% in Budget 2014)

rise in GDP per capita over 
the past five years

reduction in deficit peak of 
10.2% in 2009-10

investment in transport for 
South West

Housing Zones announced 
for outside London

new homes could be 
supported from new 
Housing Zones

The latest figures and forecasts from the Office 
for Budget Responsibility (OBR) presented a 
rosier picture of the UK economy with forecast 
GDP growth for 2015 revised upwards to 
2.5% in 2015 despite world forecasts being 
downgraded due to weaker global growth and 
the ongoing troubles in the Eurozone.

The UK economy grew by 2.6% in 2014 faster 
than any major industrialised economy. 
Unemployment has continued to fall reaching 
5.7% at the end of last year and GDP per 
capita has risen by 5.6% since its trough in 
mid-2009. However while the UK may be 
growing faster than the other G7 economies 
productivity remains a major issue. Figure 1 
shows the extent of the UK’s productivity gap 
and its comparatively weaker productivity to 
rest of the G7 leading economies. Data from 
ONS reveal a productivity gap of around 15% 
in 2013. 

The Budget included a wide range of 
announcements many of which aim to 
direct necessary funding and resources to 
boost productivity over the long-term. The 
Budget included details on investment in 

infrastructure, regeneration, housing and 
further steps towards the devolution agenda 
(see page 2). Many of the packages form part 
of the Government’s ‘long-term economic 
plan’ which aims to boost productivity by 
investing significantly in transport and 
infrastructure, science, technology and 
education.

While the forthcoming general election 
provides the backdrop to this Budget, some 
of the key projects and announcements 
could form a core part of the policy platform 
for whichever party or coalition emerges 
victorious following May’s General Election, 
particularly long-term strategically important 
initiatives such as large-scale housing 
delivery (Housing Zones, Garden Cities) and 
transport (TransNorth/HS3).

With the general election fast approaching, 
now seems like an appropriate time to take 
stock of the Coalition Government’s policy 
reforms and initiatives on planning and 
economic development (see page 3) and to 
take a look ahead at what will be some of the 
key issues for the next Government (page 4).

Figure 1 : Constant price GDP per hour worked, actuals and projections

Source : ONS, NLP analysis
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As was previously announced in the Autumn 
Statement, Budget 2015 launches a new 
consultation on changing the compulsory 
purchase regime. As well as putting forward 
a ‘package of proposals’, the Government 
is also consulting on 127 pages of draft, 
updated guidance on every aspect of 
compulsory purchase - from acquiring 
authorities choosing the right compulsory 
purchase power to compensation. The draft 
guidance helpfully incorporates updated 
advice on purchase notices and the more 
technical Crichel Down Rules (for the 
disposal of surplus land). Improving this 
rather neglected element of the planning 
process should help support and bring 
forward brownfield development more 
quickly, simply by making the compulsory 
purchase process clearer, faster and fairer 
for applicants and claimants alike.

Planning Measures

The Chancellor announced measures to cut 
red tape and help accelerate house building 
in the Capital. This includes devolving 
planning powers over sightlines and wharves 
to the Mayor of London, allowing the Mayor 
to accelerate provision of new homes by 
reducing planning delays. £1 million has 
been allocated to fund the new London Land 
Commission to help create a “Domesday 
Book” of surplus public-sector land and 
brownfield sites for redevelopment. Further 
initiatives to relieve housing pressure in the 
Capital include £97m funding to support 
major redevelopment for 7,500 homes in 
Brent Cross, Barnet and £7m to support 
development of the Croydon Growth Zone 
and help unlock over 4,000 homes.

More powers to the Mayor of London

Summary of Key Announcements 

‘‘ This is a Budget that takes 
Britain one more big step on 
the road from austerity to 
prosperity. ” 
 
George Osborne 

 March 2015

‘‘ Since 2010 business investment 
has grown four times faster 
than household consumption. ” 

 
George Osborne 

 March 2015

The government is designating the first 20 
Housing Zones outside London, with the 
potential to deliver up to 45,000 homes. 
The Budget also included details on plans 
to transform how it manages the land and 
property assets owned by Government 
which could help release land and property 
for productive use, including building new 
homes. A further housing measure revealed 
in the Budget was the announcement 
that later this year a ‘Help to Buy’ ISA will 
be launched through which every £200 
people save towards their first home, the 
government will put in an extra £50, up 
to a maximum bonus of £3000. The aim 
is to support first time buyers saving for a 
deposit.

The Budget included over £7 billion of 
transport investment in the South West 
including better roads and a new rail 
franchise which will bring new intercity 
express trains. Around £30bn has already 
been committed to transport investment 
across the UK including road improvements 
such as the North Devon Link road and rail 
connections such as the Croxley rail link to 
Watford. The Government also committed 
investment of £600m to improving the UK’s 
digital communications infrastructure with 
plans to develop an ultrafast broadband 
network and extend broadband coverage 
to more rural areas. £40m allocated to 
demonstrator programmes, business 
incubator space and a research hub to 
develop applications for ‘Internet of Things’ 
technologies in healthcare and social care.

Transport and digital connectivity

The wider devolution agenda featured 
prominently in the Budget. A new devolution 
deal with the West Yorkshire Combined 
Authority was unveiled and the government 
is extending its City Deals programme 
further in Scotland and Wales by opening 
negotiations for Cardiff, Aberdeen and 
Inverness. Similar to Greater Manchester, 
Cambridge will also be able to retain 100% 
of any additional business rate growth. As 
previously announced the Government 
will undertake a review of Business Rates 
to report by Budget 2016. Support for 
local enterprise growth will come from the 
extension of 8 enterprise zones as well as 
two new zones in Plymouth and Blackpool.

Greater Manchester’s devolution deal was 
further progressed with an agreement to 
allow the city to keep 100% of the additional 
growth in local business rates. This is on 
top of the devolution of power over skills, 
transport and health budgets already agreed 
for the city as part of plans to build up the 
Northern Powerhouse. The Government is 
also working with Transport for the North to 
publish a transport strategy which will set 
out the strategic options for future transport 
investment in the north of England including 
better roads, quicker journeys and improved 
rail connections.

Northern Powerhouse Devolution and supporting local growth

Housing
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When the Coalition government came into 
power it set about introducing a series of 
pro-growth and pro-aspiration policies that 
aimed to secure the economic future of the 
UK. Five years on and ahead of the general 
election, it is timely to appraise how well 
the Coalition has abided by the initial goals 
set out in the ‘Coalition agreement’ back in 
2010. It is also worth examining some of the 
projects, initiatives and schemes that have 
been outlined in this Government’s long-
term economic plan, which could form part 
of the policy platform for whichever party or 
coalition emerges victorious in May.

Table 1 (see overleaf) compares what was 
set out in the Coalition Government’s original 
programme for government statement in 
2010 with what has actually been achieved 
since then. On the face of it the Government 
appears to have broadly followed its 
initial policy agenda but measuring the 
effectiveness of this is difficult against the 
backdrop of an improving economy.

There have broadly been three phases to the 
Government’s policy and growth initiatives 
(Figure 2).

A retrospective on the Coalition Government’s growth agenda 
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The first phase involved policy and agenda 
setting during 2010-2011. In this period the 
Government published key policy documents 
such as the Plan for Growth and Local Growth 
White Paper, which set out its main policies 
and platform for growth. Also during this 
time the government outlined its approach 
including abolishing Regional Development 
Agencies (RDA), proposing Local Enterprise 
Partnerships (LEPs) and planning system 
reform. It also laid the groundwork and began 
the bidding process for new funding and 
growth initiatives such as Enterprise Zones 
(EZs) and the Regional Growth Fund (RGF).

The next phase was the implementation 
stage which saw the RGF, LEPs and EZs set 
up and becoming operational. 24 Enterprise 
Zones were created and there were four 
successive rounds of the RGF allocating a 
total of £2.9bn. The NPPF was also adopted.

The third phase has been about 
consolidating the earlier reforms and 
implementing the devolution agenda. This 
involved more substantive sums of money 
and power being devolved to local control. 

However the process required more time and 
negotiation with central government. The City 
Deals and Growth Deals with LEPs involved 
a considerable degree of negotiation to draw 
down funds from Whitehall and channelling 
them to meet local market needs.

The last phase also saw the launch of the 
Government’s “long-term economic plan” 
policy, which was unveiled in January 2014. 
Many of the key themes and principles drew 
upon those originally set out in the Plan for 
Growth published alongside the Budget in 
2011. Since then these key themes around 
investing in transport and connectivity, 
employment and productivity, science 
technology and education have been at the 
forefront of the Government’s policy agenda. 

Through its Plan for Growth the Government 
recognises that investment in these vital 
areas will be integral to raising the long-term 
productivity and economic potential of the 
country over the next decade.

Phase 1
Policy & Agenda Setting

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Phase 2
Implementation

Phase 3
Consolidation & Devolution

RGF and GPFs set 
up and first round 
of funds allocated

Government publishes 
policy on its long-term 

economic plan

PPG 
published

Devolution Deals agreed 
– Greater Manchester and 

Sheffield City Region

RDAs abolished and LEPs 
established; NPPF adopted; 

Enterprise Zones fully operational

Plan for 
Growth 

published

City Deals

Further rounds 
of RGF allocated

Figure 2 : Key Economic Development and Planning Milestones 2010-2015

White  
Paper on 

Local Growth 
published

Plans for Enterprise 
Zones, LEPs, RGF 

established
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Policy/Initiative Coalition agreement statement What has happened?

Planning system reform “We will publish and present to Parliament a simple and consolidated 
national planning framework covering all forms of development and 
setting out national economic, environmental and social priorities.”

The Government streamlined the national planning policy with the 
publication of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) in 
March 2012. The NPPF effectively consolidated thousands of pages of 
planning policy into a short concise 58 page document. 

The online portal for the National Planning Practice Guidance (NPPG) 
was launched a year after the NPPF and formally adopted in March 
2014. The NPPG sets out key guidelines across all areas of planning 
in accordance with the principles of the NPPF. The aim of the new 
streamlined planning guide is to provide an accessible, up-to-date, and 
easy to use resource to support growth and the creation of new jobs 
and homes in the country.

Localism “We will radically reform the planning system to give neighbourhoods 
far more ability to determine the shape of the places in which their 
inhabitants live”

The Coalition Government enacted decentralisation of decision making 
through the Localism Act in November 2011. This also involved the 
revocation of regional strategies (see below) and implementation of 
neighbourhood planning.

Abolish RDAs and implement 
LEPs

“We will support the creation of Local Enterprise Partnerships - joint 
local authority-business bodies brought forward by local authorities 
themselves to promote local economic development - to replace 
Regional Development Agencies (RDAs)”

In June 2010 the Government invited businesses and councils to 
come together to form Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) whose 
boundaries were designed to reflect the natural economic areas of 
England. 39 LEPs were created. In 2013 the Government provided 
additional funding to LEPs to improve their administrative capability. 
From 2015/16 LEPs will be centrally involved in the allocation of 
funding from the £2billion Single Local Growth Fund.

Planning for infrastructure “We will abolish the unelected Infrastructure Planning Commission and 
replace it with an efficient and democratically accountable system that 
provides a fast-track process for major infrastructure projects.”

The Government disbanded the IPC and transferred decisions to SOS 
and the democractically accountable Planning Inspectorate. While the 
process has become smoother and more efficient challenges remain 
in the time in takes to get an application ready for pre-submission. 
The government published the National Infrastructure Plan in October 
2010, outlining its vision for the future of UK economic infrastructure. 
The Growth and Infrastructure Act received Royal Assent in April 2013. 
551 projects/programmes in the National Infrastructure Plan

Rebalancing the economy “We want to create a fairer and more balanced economy, where we are 
not so dependent on a narrow range of economic sectors, and where 
new businesses and economic opportunities are more evenly shared 
between regions and industries.”

Since 2011 the Government has launched 25 new Enterprise Zones. 
So far these have attracted over 480 businesses, private investment of 
£2.1bn and created over 15,500 jobs. 

The Regional Growth Fund was introduced in 2011-12. It was originally 
conceived as a financial mechanism to help areas and communities 
at risk of being particularly affected by public spending cuts. Since 
2010 there have been 6 rounds of RGF and a total of £2.85 bn of 
direct investment in projects that demonstrated  they create additional 
sustainable private sector growth and rebalance the economy in those 
areas currently dependent on the public sector.

Devolution “We will create directly elected mayors in the 12 largest English cities, 
subject to confirmatory referendums and full scrutiny by elected 
councillors.” 

“The Government believes that it is time for a fundamental shift of 
power from Westminster to people. We will promote decentralisation 
and democratic engagement, and we will end the era of top-down 
government by giving new powers to local councils, communities, 
neighbourhoods and individuals.”

Ten cities held referendums on whether to have elected Mayors in 2012 
- all were rejected except one (Bristol) however the direction of travel 
appears to be going towards the original policy - Greater Manchester’s 
devolution deal is stipulated on a directly elected Mayor being in place 
in the city.

In July 2012 the Government signed City Deals with the eight core 
cities to give local decision-makers new powers, freedoms and funding 
channels. Each Deal was negotiated and agreed on a case-by-case 
basis with each bid outlining genuine additionally from the Deal, such 
as new jobs and housing. This proved to be the first wave of City Deals, 
which was subsequently followed by another 17 bids negotiated and 
agreed on with 20 other urban areas.

Devolution of resources has since stepped up a notch with the 
2014/15 Devolution Deals agreed with city regions and combined 
authorities such as Greater Manchester and Sheffield City Region.

Table 1 : A retrospective on the Coalition Government’s growth agenda
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Issue/Topic Challenge Potential Solutions

LEPs With a growing amount of funding and strategic focus allocated to LEPs – 
some are questioning whether their current set-up is best placed to drive local 
economic growth

There has been some debate about revising LEP boundaries in some areas to 
better represent functional economic market areas.

Strategic 
Planning

Abolition of regional strategies has created challenges in terms of strategic 
planning, notably on planning for housing. Not all are convinced that the duty to 
cooperate has been effective

Some have proposed reforming duty to cooperate. Measures outlined in the Lyons 
review could be taken forward including enabling Local Authorities to work together 
to produce a Strategic Housing Market Plan (SHMP).

Devolution Local government reorganisation is underway the question is how far the 
devolution of resources and funding will go.

Discussion about increasing the amount of devolved funds to LEPs, Combined 
Authorities and Local Authorities.

There are also proposals to reform the House of Lords to become an elected 
Senate of the Cities and Regions

Increasing 
housing 
supply

Supply side constraints are having a negative impact on housing – London 
most markedly but also other core cities. The challenge is how to ease housing 
pressure in these markets to ensure they remain important economic centres 
as well as viable and desirable places to live.

There is not one holistic solution to the housing crisis. An increase in the supply 
of housing is likely to come from increasing density of brownfield developments, 
particularly around transport hubs, some green belt land release and development 
of new Garden Cities. The scale of the nation’s housing crisis is likely to make 
large-scale housing schemes be designated as NSIPs.

Brownfield 
First

Brownfield is likely to be prioritised for the delivery of desperately needed new 
homes as is evident from DCLG’s recent launch of a consultation on local 
development orders (LDOs) being used to obtain housing on suitable brownfield 
land.

A brownfield first policy will have a significant impact on planning and may divert 
the focus away from some needed green belt reviews

Estate 
renewal

Unlocking the land that estates already own with a view to increasing density- 
replacing large mono tenure estates with a mixture of housing for sale, 
subsidised affordable homes and private rent.

Some Local Authorities such as Ealing and Barnet in London are already 
undertaking redevelopment of existing estates to provide higher densities and 
more green space. Estate regeneration is also an integral part for some of the 
recently announced Housing Zones in the Capital.

Devolution of resources has since stepped up a notch with the 2014/15 
Devolution Deals agreed with city regions and combined authorities such as 
Greater Manchester and Sheffield City Region.

Safe 
guarding 
office and 
industrial 
space

Impact of new permitted development rights. Office to residential has 
particularly become a contested issue in some locations e.g. London

Permitted development rights have also made it easier to convert light industrial 
and warehouse buildings into residential use. While important measures to 
help ease the housing crisis there could be unforeseen consequences from the 
permanent loss of office and industrial stock having an adverse impact on local 
economic geographies.

Originally introduced for a period of three years from 30 May 2013 to 30 May 
2016, there has been recent speculation about extending it to 30 May 2019.

While difficult to effectively assess the merits of PD – more effort could be made 
to evaluate the long-term impact of changes of use and the loss of office and 
industrial stock impact on local labour markets.

Increasing 
airport 
capacity in 
the South 
East

Airport capacity in the South East remains a major contentious and political 
issue. Heathrow is already operating at near full capacity. The airport dilemma 
will continue to impact on the country’s connectivity and competitiveness. The 
Davies Commission is due to report its final decision after the General Election.

Once the most feasible solution is found and proposed by the Commission it must 
be vitally fast-tracked for development. Until there is sufficient capacity to add new 
routes to emerging markets particularly in Asia, London and the UK will continue 
to lose business and tourism opportunities to other international aviation hub 
centres.

After the last election there was a clear agenda 
for planning reform and planning was widely 
cited as being the drag anchor of growth at a 
time when the economy was very weak.

By contrast, there are no indications that 
any of the political parties are proposing 
any significant further reform to the system. 
However there could be some further tweaking 
of existing reforms with growing signs of a 
hollowing out of the planning system that is 
witnessing increased importance assigned to 
Neighbourhood Plans as well as large scale 
Nationally Significant projects. This raises some 
questions about how Local Plans fit within 
this model and many have been unsatisfied 
with the slow progress of the adoption of 
new Plans in compliance with the NPPF. NLP 
analysis of data from PINs shows that only 
a third of Local Authorities have an updated 

Agenda setting for the next Government

Local Plan and a quarter of these are subject 
to an early review. A lot of focus could be on 
examining how existing measures can be made 
to work better and in particular secure more 
and faster delivery of new housing. Where the 
pace of delivery is perceived not being swift 
enough efforts could be put in place to fast 
track outcomes. There is also scope for further 
extension or additions to PD rights or other 
mechanisms that facilitate a bypass of the 
planning system. Devolution is likely to remain 
a key issue for the next Government.

One thing that is certain is the range of 
challenges awaiting the next government 
in order to maintain a trajectory of positive 
economic growth. The table below sets out 
some of the priorities that could be in the 
next Government’s in-tray related to economic 
development, planning and property.

Table 2 : Priorities for the next Government
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