
Royal Town Planning Institute – Written evidence (NTB0023)
About the RTPI
1. The Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) champions the value of planning in building thriving places and communities. With over 27,000 members worldwide, it supports planners at every stage of their career: raising professional standards, shaping planning policy, and proudly awarding chartered status, the highest professional accreditation in UK planning.
2. For over a century, the RTPI has empowered planners to deliver positive impact: creating healthy, inclusive, economically and environmentally sustainable places. As the voice of the profession, it advocates, supports, and leads with purpose, professionalism, and passion. 
3. We welcome the opportunity to provide evidence to the Built Environment Committee on this matter, given the important role that planning will play in ensuring that new towns succeed. Good planning provides the necessary foundations to support construction and the rest of the development cycle. 
4. Note: While the New Towns Act covers Wales and England, the following response reflects the position of RTPI England only.
Responses to questions
Q1. Once locations have been agreed, what are the factors limiting the physical construction of new towns? Which are the most important? How can they be addressed?
5. Several factors could limit the physical construction of new towns once locations have been agreed. Once agreement is reached and delivery bodies have been established, before anything can be built, the new towns or urban extensions will need to be planned. This will require adequate resourcing within delivery bodies or planning authorities, including specialist expertise in areas like master planning and design codes. However, as the RTPI’s 2025 State of the Profession report identified, there are acute workforce pressures within local planning authorities[footnoteRef:2]. Existing planning capacity and the projected recruitment of 1,400 planners within the current parliament are unlikely to be enough to deliver new towns alongside Spatial Development Strategies and day-to-day planning services[footnoteRef:3]. To address this, the RTPI has proposed a three-point resourcing plan[footnoteRef:4] for recruitment of new planners. Alongside attracting new entrants, the government should focus on strengthening the mid-career workforce, to replace senior staff who are expected to retire in increasing numbers over the coming years.  [2:  RTPI (2025). State of the Profession 2025: England]  [3:  Home Builder’s Federation (2025). Planning on empty: Staffing struggles in local planning authorities]  [4:  RTPI (2025). Three steps to a better resourced planning system] 

6. Planning resourcing issues are partly attributable to local authority funding, which has declined significantly in recent decades. This has also impacted the ability of authorities to forward fund new social infrastructure like schools, GPs and libraries, increasing reliance on complex funding mechanisms like section 106 agreements and Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL). Such agreements don’t allow for upfront delivery of social infrastructure, meaning it is often not delivered until long after residents have moved in. The physical construction of a new town that has the necessary social infrastructure for residents from day one therefore depends on the ability of authorities or delivery bodies to build that infrastructure – they should be sufficiently funded to do so upfront.
7. In addition to social infrastructure, the capacity of essential utilities infrastructure like the national grid, water and wastewater to accommodate thousands of new homes in each new town area is a concern. We expand on this in question 2, below. 
8. New town construction will also depend on the availability of building materials, something the Mineral Products Association and Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors have warned is under threat[footnoteRef:5][footnoteRef:6]. Recent years have seen a decrease in the supply of accessible aggregates necessary for fulfilling the government’s development targets. Meanwhile, a large amount of reserves are available on sites still under planning consideration[footnoteRef:7]. To address this, the government should assess projected supply and demand in light of the new towns programme and set out a plan for ensuring that enough supply is available to meet that demand. A good first step towards this would be to provide funding for mineral planning authorities to expedite planning applications for mineral extraction, for construction. [5:  Mineral Products Association (2024). Future supply of construction materials ‘approaching cliff edge’]  [6:  Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors (2025). Lack of future aggregate puts construction at risk]  [7:  Fisher German (2025). Beneath Britain’s boom: Mineral reserves, housing, and a call to landowners] 

9. Internationally, geopolitical factors have increased the cost of construction, including materials and electricity costs. The Futureproof New Towns (FNT) report supported by the RTPI found that places planned with flexibility in mind were best able to adapt to changing economic, demographic, and environmental contexts[footnoteRef:8]. Places like Almere in the Netherlands and Freiburg in Germany used an iterative approach, enabling their evolution over time, while more rigid designs like those used in Chandigarh, India, found it harder to adapt to change. It is therefore important alongside a clear long-term vision, to maintain a level of flexibility, allowing adaptation to changing external circumstances. [8:  Sturzaker, J. et al. (2026). Futureproof New Towns: International lessons on how to build flexible and adaptable new towns in England.] 

10. Domestically, there must be shared clarity of purpose and unified political buy-in at sub-regional and national levels. There is the possibility that political churn at the local level impedes this, preventing the government from delivering the housing sorely needed. The FNT report highlighted the importance of long-term policy stability for delivering new towns, something which could be facilitated by having one body handling both delivery and financing. The Planning and Infrastructure Act (2025) provided new legislative mechanisms to enable this, including new powers for development corporations[footnoteRef:9]. Ideally, New Town Development Corporations (NTDCs) would span sub-regional functional economic areas, acting as master-planner and master-developer with the ability to assemble land, divide it into sites, and help SME housebuilders access sites they might not otherwise be able to, improving affordability and diversifying tenures.   [9:  Pinsent Masons (2026). Development corporations in the new towns context] 

11. However, development corporations will not be the most appropriate delivery vehicle for all new towns, and other options such as public-private partnerships or joint ventures should also be explored. Regardless of delivery model, new towns should be underpinned by coherent and consistent decision-making and place-making principles, enabling the towns’ liveability, resilience, accessibility and sustainability.
Q2. What do you think are the greatest challenges associated with connecting new towns and expanded settlements to utilities? How can these challenges be addressed?
12. The primary challenge associated with connecting new towns to utilities is the capacity of current systems to accommodate thousands of new dwellings. This is true of multiple utilities, including electricity, water and wastewater, and by the government’s own diagnosis, stems from erratic and low levels of investment in infrastructure over an extended period[footnoteRef:10]. Consequently, the primary way to address these challenges is significant investment in expanding, upgrading and futureproofing utilities. [10:  UK Government (2025). UK Infrastructure: A 10 Year Strategy] 

13. The RTPI welcomed the government and National Energy System Operator’s (NESO) reforms to the electricity grid queueing system, enabling a move away from first-come, first-serve towards prioritising projects that are ready to connect[footnoteRef:11]. However, problems have persisted with grid capacity. For example, in West London energy intensive data centres have put pressure on the local grid, meaning that the connection of 19 otherwise completed housing developments was delayed[footnoteRef:12]. [11:  NESO (2025). NESO implements grid connection reforms to unlock investment in Great Britain]  [12:  London Assembly Planning and Regeneration Committee (2025). Gridlocked: how planning can ease London’s electricity constraints] 

14. Given this limited grid capacity, new towns should be considered as one of the types of projects with strategic national importance that can have capacity reserved, or connection prioritised by NESO[footnoteRef:13]. Ideally, this would be a limited-term measure, implemented in addition to significant investment in the capacity of the grid system – as mentioned above. The increasing electrification of heat, proliferation of electric cars, shift towards renewables, and extreme weather events means it is crucial we upgrade the grid to be more flexible and resilient. [13:  DESNZ (2026). Accelerating electricity network connections for demand, closed consultation] 

15. Availability of clean water is another utilities challenge that could impact connection of new towns. England has experienced rising water stress in recent years, with much of the south of England under serious water stress[footnoteRef:14]. The lack of new reservoirs built since the 1990s means that we have a less resilient water supply in the context of increasingly hot and dry summers. The government’s own projections predict an almost 5 billion litre shortfall in water supply by 2050[footnoteRef:15], and existing water stress is already leading to restrictions in the building of homes and establishment of businesses in some areas[footnoteRef:16].  [14:  Environment Agency (2021). Updating the determination of water stressed areas in England]  [15:  Environment Agency (2024). A summary of England’s revised draft regional and water resources management plans]  [16:  Public First (2025). The Cost of Water Scarcity] 

16. The government has acknowledged that without addressing these constraints, new towns cannot go ahead[footnoteRef:17], meaning its plans to build nine new reservoirs must be advanced as a matter of priority. Positively, the government has already demonstrated intent with its Water Delivery Taskforce, and by designating two reservoirs as ‘nationally significant’. To make development of new water infrastructure easier, the threshold of hold-back or transfer capacity that reservoirs, dams and pipelines must meet to be considered under the NSIP regime[footnoteRef:18] – and therefore to benefit from a simpler consenting process – could be lowered. [17:  DEFRA (2025). Government steps in to build first major reservoirs in 30 years]  [18:  UK Government (2019). Explanatory Memorandum to the Infrastructure Planning (Water Resources) (England) Order 2019] 

17. In addition to clean water infrastructure, wastewater infrastructure is a further potentially limiting factor to the construction of new towns. A lack of sewerage treatment capacity has led to the refusal or delay of housing developments in some areas, due to the sewerage provider’s own assessments of their (lack of) capacity, or even the local planning authority’s anticipation of this[footnoteRef:19]. Given that wastewater treatment is a statutory function of water companies, it is imperative that new capacity is brought online. To avoid delays in the future, water companies’ Drainage and Wastewater Management Plans should be required to consider and accommodate their catchment areas’ housebuilding targets, and this is something Ofwat should proactively monitor adherence to. [19:  Home Builder’s Federation (2025). A Drain on the Nation] 

18. Across utilities, regulation has become increasingly complex, leading to counterintuitive patterns of infrastructure development. For electricity and water, operators are not allowed to pass on the costs of development ‘ahead of need’. They will therefore not usually forward fund such work for future development on a speculative basis. Consequently, pooled capacity and forward-funding of utilities are effectively prevented by a combination of regulation, rules, governance, and limits on cost-recovery. This is something Ebbsfleet Development Corporation was able to address with a bespoke, negotiated agreement between them, the network operators and the regulator Ofgem[footnoteRef:20]. Given this regulatory landscape, more guidance on how development corporations and other types of delivery body can coordinate, fund and build the necessary utilities infrastructure for their respective developments is needed from the government. [20:  Pinsent Masons (n.d). Turning the lights on at Ebbsfleet Garden City] 

19. Another challenge around connecting new towns to utilities may be the attitudes of existing residents to the infrastructure development needed to provide those utilities. There is a possibility that, like with High Speed 2, substantial changes to the initial planned design stemming from local opposition significantly delays and increases the cost of delivering the necessary infrastructure, like pylons, substations and masts. The government should carefully consider how it engages existing residents, while ensuring the needs of future residents are met. One way to help address this is early engagement with existing residents and ‘pioneer families’. RTPI supported research by Demos made the case that early public engagement could streamline development by helping to anticipate issues earlier in the planning process and de-risk later planning applications, potentially speeding up overall progress[footnoteRef:21]. This could include engagement on design codes for the appearance of utilities infrastructure, as well as for dwellings.  [21:  DEMOS (2025). The MIMBY Majority: How to unlock housebuilding with early and representative public participation in planning] 

Q3. Which policy areas or barriers represent the ‘low-hanging fruit’ for this inquiry? Are there any ‘quick fixes’ that the Committee and Government could address?
20. The New Towns Draft Programme consultation[footnoteRef:22] set out the placemaking principles and the proposed policy for new towns. The proposed placemaking principles are promising but should clearly reference the Design and Placemaking PPG to maximise their effectiveness. A vision-led approach to design, one which makes use of all available design tools, would help new towns achieve a holistic place-based approach to placemaking, one that focuses on high quality infrastructure provision, sufficient density, healthy and safe places, environmental sustainability, and transport connectivity. A well-designed place is one which is healthy, safe, sustainable, and promotes active travel. The wording for the placemaking principles does not currently emphasise these linkages sufficiently, and stronger wording could help avoid the implementation of these principles in a siloed and uncoordinated way. [22:  MHCLG (2026). New Towns Draft Programme, closed consultation] 

21. Furthermore, the Government should consider how affordable housing is delivered as part of the New Towns programme. Currently, affordable housing is delivered largely through developer contributions, where the uplift in the value of the land when granted permission (planning gain) is used to fund things like affordable housing tenures, infrastructure, and local services. The New Towns Draft Programme consultation published earlier this year indicated that the approach to affordable housing for New Towns would function in a similar manner.
22. Where possible, the Government should fund affordable housing directly through grant funding and reduce the reliance on private sector cross-subsidy. Currently, affordable housing delivery is heavily linked to the viability of private sector development. Where housebuilding is viable and sufficiently profitable, affordable housing can be delivered alongside developers fulfilling their statutory Biodiversity Net Gain and their Community Infrastructure Levy or Section 106 obligations. When viability is squeezed, affordable housing provision is the first thing to suffer.
23. The housebuilding market across the country is struggling to cope with higher costs for materials and labour alongside rising borrowing costs. The scale of development may make things easier for the delivery of new towns, but decoupling affordable housing delivery from private housebuilding would ease viability pressures and allow planning gain to contribute more to essential services and infrastructure that new towns will need to become thriving, well-rounded places that can support thriving communities. 
24. Affordable housing provision is important in helping to create diverse and balanced communities with a range of housing types and tenures. The Letwin Review[footnoteRef:23] found that a mix of types and tenures of homes leads to higher absorption rates of housing into local markets, supporting a higher build out rate. We fully support the government’s ambitious 40% affordable housing target, and it would be disappointing if viability constraints undermined the ambitions of the new towns programme. [23:  Letwin, O. (2018). Independent review of build out, final report] 

Q4 What can the Government and new town delivery vehicles do in the short term to ensure that construction of new towns over the coming years and decades is successful?
25. There are numerous measures that the Government and new town delivery vehicles could implement in the short term to ensure successful construction of new towns. Some planning-related measures we consider to be particularly important include:
a. Flexibility: allowing plans and strategies for new towns to remain flexible so they can adapt to a changing world.
b. Political buy-in: Ensuring leaders at all levels of government are aligned and committed to the new towns programme. 
c. Ownership and stewardship: Implementing stewardship strategies that ensure the long-term protection of key community assets and infrastructure
d. Policy alignment: Ensure that emerging SDSs align effectively with new towns and local plans, and ensure that new town plans feed into SDSs
26. We have commented in more detail on these matters elsewhere in this response, and in our responses to previous modules of the Built Environment Committee’s ongoing New Towns inquiry.[footnoteRef:24] [footnoteRef:25]  [24:  RTPI (2025). RTPI response to the House of Lords Built Environment Committee’s Call for Evidence – New Towns: Practical Delivery.]  [25:  RTPI (2025). RTPI response to the House of Lords Built Environment Committee’s Call for Evidence – New Towns: Creating Communities.] 

Q5. How can the Government give assurance to suppliers, builders and developers that new towns are a viable source of business and a credible investment opportunity?
27. Assurance to suppliers, builders and developers that new towns represent a viable commercial and investment opportunity requires the Government to provide a stable policy ecosystem, clear placemaking principles, a framework of effective structures for delivery and governance, and an infrastructure-first approach that is accompanied by upfront investment.
28. These measures would signal clear intent to stakeholders that new towns are worth investing in, and certainty that decision-making will remain consistent over time as new towns pass through different stages of their life cycle from planning and delivery to stewardship and expansion.
29. It is also worth considering the longer term invest-ability of new towns. Climate change will result in more extreme weather, including flooding, storms and wildfires, leading to an increase in the number of insurance claims. This increased risk exposure will challenge the traditional insurance model and will likely make some places ‘uninsurable’. To safeguard against this, and the knock-on impact it could have on investors such as pension funds, successful new towns must be built with climate resilience in mind. In addition, as new towns are set to provide homes for multiple decades into the future, a long-term and flexible approach to the Future Homes Standard may be appropriate.
30. The Government should publish the finalised New Towns policy and placemaking principles which will guide decision-making. These should be accompanied by clear information on accountability for delivery vehicles responsible for the new towns, to ensure policies and principles are adhered to consistently. 
31. An approach that prioritises infrastructure first alongside significant upfront investment would give investors the confidence that new towns will contribute towards agglomeration effects (and thus be a worthwhile investment opportunity). New settlements should be planned around public transport access at both the local and regional level; locally, homes should be within walking distance of public transport options and at a sub-regional level, residents should be able to easily access their closest economic centre. Urban extensions should be strategically planned to ensure good provision of public transport infrastructure, including new stations, tram stops and hubs to switch modes.
Q6. How can we ensure that new towns and expanded settlements are delivered to a high-quality standard that go beyond minimum expectations for construction and demonstrates best practice for sustainability, aesthetics and place-making?
32. The development of high-quality, sustainable, and aesthetically pleasing new towns and urban extensions should be guided by a number of planning principles.
33. Firstly, international examples suggest that new towns planned to be mixed-use and mixed tenure make for the most sustainable, healthy and resilient communities. Incorporating a variety of uses like residential, office space, public services and retail (among others) into new towns will ensure that residents have access to a range of amenities within their immediate neighbourhood. This accessibility will encourage active travel, lessening reliance on cars, and will foster community cohesion, providing more opportunities for residents to interact with other people who live locally. The flexibility enabled by mixed-use and mixed tenure also means settlements aren’t planned around rigid assumptions about the way people live and move around, and can therefore more easily adapt to changing external circumstances. As previously mentioned, having a variety of tenures has also been shown to lead to higher absorption rates of housing into local markets, improving build-out rates[footnoteRef:26]. [26:  Letwin, O. (2018). Independent review of build out, final report] 

34. It is important also to consider how to make new towns sustainable for the future. Climate change is increasing temperatures and the frequency of extreme weather events, meaning new towns must contain features to help mitigate and adapt to this. The FNT report supported by the RTPI found that incorporating green and blue infrastructure into new towns increased their resilience and improved liveability. In particular, green infrastructure such as street trees, Sustainable Urban Drainage (SUDS) and parks can help provide shade and cooling effect, absorb excess rainfall, and increase biodiversity. Alongside building and street design guidance to moderate urban overheating effects, this will help make new towns fit for a warmer future. Green and blue infrastructure is a core component of sustainable, attractive and liveable settlements. As one of the main mechanisms for delivering it, the government could provide more guidance on how Biodiversity Net Gain will apply to new towns, and whether there are expectations for this to be delivered outside of current statutory requirements.
35. However, what is defined as aesthetically pleasing will be different in different places, which is why it is important to engage with existing residents early in the new town process around what would and would not be appropriate in their area. As mentioned in our response to question 2, creating design codes with early, strong input from residents can help prevent disputes about appearance complicating development later in the process of building the new town. Architects, planners and other built environment professionals should also take their cue from existing local residential areas – involving local firms in the process here can help deliver developments that appropriately reflect local character and identity. 
Q7. Which case studies of large-scale construction projects should the Committee and Government look at to learn from best and worst practice in construction and supply logistics?
No comment.
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