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INTRODUCTION 

Large greenfield housing developments are reported to be worsening car 

dependency, at a time of a climate emergency and contrary to National Planning 

Policy. The Building Car Dependency report was published in February 2022 by 

Transport for New Homes. 

This article looks at the underlying research and lessons that those working with both 

developers and local planning authorities may take from it. 

NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY 

The NPPF favours the promotion of pedestrian and cycle routes for a variety of 

reasons. For example: 

92. Planning policies and decisions should aim to achieve healthy, inclusive and safe 

places which: 

a) promote social interaction, including opportunities for meetings between 

people who might not otherwise come into contact with each other – for example 

through mixed-use developments, strong neighbourhood centres, street layouts 

that allow for easy pedestrian and cycle connections within and between 

neighbourhoods, and active street frontages; 

b) are safe and accessible, so that crime and disorder, and the fear of crime, do 

not undermine the quality of life or community cohesion – for example through 

the use of attractive, well-designed, clear and legible pedestrian and cycle 

https://www.transportfornewhomes.org.uk/the-project/building-car-dependency/?utm_source=stakeholder_email&utm_medium=all_social&utm_campaign=website_report2022
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routes, and high quality public space, which encourage the active and continual 

use of public areas; and 

c) enable and support healthy lifestyles, especially where this would address 

identified local health and well-being needs – for example through the provision 

of safe and accessible green infrastructure, sports facilities, local shops, access 

to healthier food, allotments and layouts that encourage walking and cycling. 

… 

112. Within this context, applications for development should: 

a) give priority first to pedestrian and cycle movements, both within the scheme 

and with neighbouring areas; and second – so far as possible – to facilitating 

access to high quality public transport, with layouts that maximise the catchment 

rea for bus or other public transport services, and appropriate facilities that 

encourage public transport use; 

… 

c) create places that are safe, secure and attractive – which minimise the scope 

for conflicts between pedestrians, cyclists and vehicles, avoid unnecessary 

street clutter, and respond to local character and design standards; 

… 

Nevertheless, the report invites the Government to strengthen the NPPF to make it 

clearer that sustainable transport modes are essential for a low carbon future and 

healthier and sociable local living. 

LOOK AT LOCATION 

The report identifies a key problem as being the large housing developments on 

greenfield, rural or semi-rural sites with limited existing public transport provision. In 

those circumstances, the inevitable result is a development where residents must be 

dependent on cars. 
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This may be addressed by the promotion of smaller, brownfield sites located closer 

to existing towns and/or sites more easily served by existing or extended public 

transport links. 

The ability to walk or cycle to an existing centre would therefore be advantageous 

and strengthen location as a material consideration in the planning balance. 

MIXED USE 

The report identified that single use developments, with housing all in one place, 

tend to require longer journeys to reach amenities, thereby encouraging the use of 

cars. 

By contrast, mixed-use developments with smaller commercial spaces (e.g. cafés, 

retail spaces) create a walkable community that encourages social interaction. It is 

noted that ‘European-style’ flats with balconies and a café or office below would suit 

a large number of people looking for new homes. The Office for National Statistics 

(ONS) has shown such housing demand amongst single, old and/or retired people 

who may not want the isolation of large developments dedicated only to housing. 

COMPACT DEVELOPMENT 

The scale of new developments is highlighted as a key factor, with too many centring 

on easy road access for  large housing developments with a high proportion of space 

taken up by parking and driveways. 

The proposed solution is a better focus on human scale, pavements and mobility for 

those with young children or reduced mobility. A more compact place has more 

space for greenery and more spacious homes and gardens, rather than dedicating 

equivalent land to a large number of car parking spaces.  

The result would be a site that one can explore, and that one would want to explore, 

by walking or cycling. 
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CYCLE ROUTES AND PUBLIC TRANSPORT LINKS 

It is observed that developments too often prioritise cars without offering viable 

alternatives. 

The report strongly recommends that developments give priority to: 

1. A network of Dutch-style cycle routes, both within the development and linking 

to the existing urban area, employment areas and public transport 

interchanges. 

 

2. Establishing a series of boarding points for a frequent and modern transport 

network linking to the wider area. E.g. rail, light rail, trams and/or buses. 

This has the obvious advantage of facilitating and encouraging sustainable travel, 

walking and cycling being key to tackling climate change. 

NEW AND EXTENDED METROS 

A key theme in the report is the need to promote better transport links, something 

likely to raise issues beyond a single development being considered for planning 

permission. 

Comparison is drawn with Europe, Canada and the USA, where metros are more 

often used in smaller cities and allow a convenient and sustainable mode of 

transport. It is recommended that England follows their lead. The benefit of this will 

be apparent to many; a recent example is in the extension of London’s Northern line 

to new developments at Nine Elms and Battersea Power Station. 

Promoting such forms of transport naturally makes pedestrian travel more viable. 
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This article is provided free of charge for information purposes only. Every reasonable effort is made to 

ensure the information is accurate and up to date, but no responsibility for its accuracy, or for any 

consequences of relying on it, is assumed by the writer or by Chambers as a whole. The information 

and commentary do not, and are not intended to, amount to legal advice to any person. You are strongly 

advised to obtain case specific advice from a lawyer; please contact the clerking team at 4-5 Gray’s Inn 

Square (clerks@4-5.co.uk) who will be glad to assist.  

CONCLUSION 

The report suggests a checklist of points that may need to be addressed, although 

clearly care must be exercised by both developers and local authorities not to treat 

them as a straitjacket. 

We are clearly in a time where pressing housing need means that more land is 

required for development. As a result, green spaces are certainly going to be needed 

and that is likely to raise local objections of the types above. Although brownfield 

land is a  very important consideration, it does not necessarily provide all the 

answers. 

The closer a site comes to the ambition of minimising car dependency and car use, 

the more weight one would expect to give to this as a factor in favour of development. 

A site which permits walking and cycling to a local centre, even if car use is still 

envisaged, must be favourable when compared with sites that do not. This may well 

add support for windfall sites in accessible locations proximate to existing 

settlements. 

One clear conclusion to draw from the report is the encouragement of development 

in the right location and at the right scale. 


