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To build-better,townswe must first
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demolish the planners',bricl{wall 
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With the provision of new homes at historically low levels, we must sweep aside all planning rules and let people 
build what they want. There will be no apocalypse, justan explosion ofcreativity, says the architect Karl Sharro 

t's a little-known fact in Britain 
that the requirement to obtain plan
ning permission was only introduced 
in 1947. Before that, ownership ofland 
conferred the right to develop it, a situ
ation that existed for centuries. Nearly 
seven decades on, it's time to ask 
whether the state control of develop
ment rights has contributed to better 
buildings and cities. Judging by how 
popular traditional buildings are and 
how poorly regarded most postwar 
architecture is, the answer seems to be 
a resounding no. 

The timing of the question is impor
tant. England in particular continues to 
suffer from severe housing shortages, 
and house- building has fallen to his~ 
torically low levels - which in part 
accounts for last week's figures from 
the Office for National Statistics that 
saw house prices outside the capital rise 
by 10.5% in the 12 months to May. The 
national average house price is now 
£262,000. 

Yet the planning system continues 
artificially to restrict the supply of land 
available for development, while in 
parallel making the process of ob
taining a planning permission lengthy, 
complicated and costly. Something is 
clearly wrong in this arrangement and 
it is no longer benefiting the public. 

t 
It made sense for the state to control 

building rights in the aftermath of the 
war, as it launched a hugely ambitious 
building programme that created mil
lions of new homes in addition to hos
pitals, schools and infrastructure. But 
today public-sector house-buildhtg is 
negligible and there are no signs that it 
will be revived. The planning paradigm 
was created for a different era, its aim 
was the construction of new towns and 
homes. Today planning is more con
cerned with controlling development 
rather than encouraging it. 

The planning system is clearly in 
need of an overhaul. I am proposing a 
radical yet simple solution: we should 
abolish planning controls and allow 
people to build whatever they want. In 
parallel, planning departments should 
be transformed to regain their original 
purpose: creating development rather 
thanstifling it. Planners should cease to 
be guardians of the status quo and play 
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an active role in planning new neigh
bOl:1rhoods and towns. 

The best way to illustrate the 
absurdity and wastefulness of the 
existing system is to look at what is 
involved in thesimple task of building a 
smaIl extension at the back of your 
house. We are familiar with territorial 
wars in the Middle East, butwe still find 
the British version baffling. Your 
neighbours will object to the extension 
as a matter of course, and stopping you 
from building that extension will be
come an existential aim. 

I have sat through hours of discus
sion in planning committee meetings 
in which opponents lined up to de
nounce the addition of one room to a 
Georgian terrace as if it were an act that 
would undermine western civilisation. 
Local politicians will be recruited, 
petitions signed and battle lines drawn. 
Thousands of hours are spent by plan
ners dealing with these cases every 
year. No rational society should allow 
this soul-sapping, energy-draining 
folly to take place. 

So let's get rid of all planning regula
tions and give people the freedom to 
shape the places theywantto live in. Far 
from bringing about an architectural 
apocalypse, as the naysayers would 
have you believe, this will allow us to 
build cities and neighbourhoods that 
reflect our time and age, much like 
every epoch did before us. 

There are many objections to this 
idea; I will address a few of them. The 

. first objection I come across is that of 
horror: give people the freedom to 
build whatever they want and they will 
quickly destroy both cities and the 
countryside with large, overbearing 
and ugly developments. I think of this 
as the misanthropic response. It ex
pects very little from fellow human 
beings and always sees the actions and 
motives of others through a prism of 
mistrust. 

But why would people create un
pleasant environments if they want to 
live there? It is a fundamentally mis
guided assumption. Ifyou invest time, 
resources and energy into building 
your house and neighbourhood then 
you will value quality .above all. 
Currently the only input people have is 
registering their opposition to a 
scheme. There is no real mechanism 
to take account of or deliver their 
aspirations. 
. The second objection is practical in 
nature. Who will make sure that we 
build enough social housing, schools, 
transport systems and so on? For one 
thing, nobody is actually .making sure 
that we build enough under the 
current system, as the onus remains on 
private developers, who are naturally 
more concerned with their own com
mercial calculations than they are with 
public benefit. 

The third objection is political in 
nature. It argues that the current 
system is democratic, allowing every
one to express their opinions and for 

planning committees to take all those 
competing opinions and interests into 
accourtt when they make a decision. 
Everyone involved in building, from 
architects to planners, has internalised 
this idea. It is, they argue, a form of 
planning suited to British democracy. 
Such a notion is absurd - unless your 
understanding of democracy means 
diluting everything through a process 
of repetitious compromise until it ends 
up satisfying nobody. 

Giving people the freedom to shape 
the places they want to live in is clearly 
an unpredictable' process, but no more 
than the way previous generations 
operated. In fact, many of the build
ings, neighbourhoods and places the 
current planning system seeks to pro
tect are the product of freer and more 
dynamic eras, giving us, for example, 
the Georgian and Victorian architec
ture we admire today. There are risks 
involved and we will need to learn from 

A prefabricated house can be bought 
for about £20,000 and just 2.27% of 
the land area ofEngland is built on 

our mistakes, but that is the spirit of all 
human innovation. 

Once this new system is put in place, 
the range of development options 
would vary from small-scale, self
build projects to larger co
operative schemes. Releasing the land 
supply that is at present artificially 
restricted by misguided planning 
policy, such as the green belt and other 
exclusion zones, would create more 
incentive for prefabrication, and 
houses could be bought off-the-shelf 
once there is significant demand to 
increase production and drop costs. 

Today a prefabricated house can be 
bought for about £20,000 while the 
average house price is heading for 
£300,000. The huge gap in cost is par
tially created by artijicial restrictions 
on land supply, ensuring that cheap 
land cannot pe developed and sus
taining house price increases. In reality 
there is no shortage of land in the UK; 
the surprising statistic is that in 
England alone just 2.27% of the land 
area is built on. 

The thought of building on the green 
belt on its own will make many oppose 
this proposal, but for misguided rea
sons. The general thought now is that 
green belts protect open space from 
encroaching development, reinforcing 
the notion that development is inher
ently a bad thing. In fact, green belts 
provide open space in the wrong place 
and offer little value to residents. 
People would naturally like to have 
green and open spac'e near where they 
live in the shape of parks, squares and 
playgrounds, and that is far more useful 
than remote derelict agricultural land. 

The current planning system has 
. produced few remarkable buildings 

and neighbourhoods, particularly dur
ing the past couple of decades, when 
ubiquitous generic blandness in archi
tecture became the norm. Ifwe want a 
better quality of architecture we must 
be bold in reforming this system and 
allowing creativity and innovation to 
flourish. 

It's time to get rid of an energy
intensive and overcomplicated plan
ning system and allow people to shape 
their cities and towns directly. Let us 
trust people with the freedom to build. 

Karl Sharro is an architect, writer 
and satirist based in London. He blogs 

at Karl reMarks. This article is based 
on a BBG Radio 4 Four Thought 

programme that was presented this 
year at the Hay Festival

• 


" 

·BIG·DATA 
.111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 111111111111111111111 

•n ...., 
Proportion of White Britons who 
vote Labour. Two-thirds either 
back the Tories or Ukip' 

$50 
Cost to Activision of making, marketing 
and maintaining its forthcoming video 
game Destiny, reportedly the most 
expensive ever 

-
Odds provided by Ladbrokes for the 
Duchess of Cambridge to announce 
a pregnancy this month, before 
betting was suspended 

SOlo 
Britons aged 
between 22 and 
30 who still live 
with their 
parents'" 

stations were too 
wide, wasting a 

reported C6m (N.7m)" 

Suspected British paedophiles 
arrested last week, in one of the 
largest-ever crackdowns by the 
National Crime Agency 
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