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Civic Voice warns that streamlining planning system could impact young people’s 

health and wellbeing 

A national placemaking charity has warned that government proposals to speed up the 

planning system could have serious consequences for young people’s health and wellbeing, 

particularly in poorer communities. 

Civic Voice, which represents hundreds of civic and amenity societies across England, says 

proposed reforms to the statutory consultee system could lead to the loss of playing fields to 

development. The charity is responding to a Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 

Government consultation on changes to the planning process, including the possible 

removal of Sport England as a statutory consultee, which under current law must be 

consulted on planning applications affecting playing field provision. 

Civic Voice argues that downgrading Sport England’s role would weaken protections for 

playing fields and sports facilities, making them more vulnerable to housing development. 

The loss of these spaces would have a particularly detrimental impact on young people, 

especially those whose parents lack the time or financial resources to travel further afield for 

sport and recreation. 

The charity highlights that poorer communities are already disproportionately disadvantaged 

by a lack of sporting facilities. 

Civic Voice also criticises the consultation’s question on what should define “ substantial loss 

of an existing playing field”:  20%; a figure below 20%; a figure above 20%; an alternative 

approach. 

The charity says this shows a lack of understanding of how sport is played, noting that even 

a very small reduction in size can render a facility unusable:  “A loss of even one per cent of 

a tennis court, for example, could prevent it being used at all. Any assessment must be 

qualitative and based on how a facility actually functions, not an arbitrary percentage.” 

Civic Voice also criticises the inclusion of a press statement with the consultation headed  

‘Bureaucratic burden lifted to speed up building in growth agenda’. This refers to a dispute 

about the impact of cricket balls close to a cricket pitch in Bradford, which it uses to justify 

the removal of Sport England as a statutory consultee. 

Civic Voice says this seriously under-estimates the value of Sport England.  A single dispute, 

even if badly managed, does not justify scrapping an agency, it argues. 

The charity welcomes a provision that Sport England will have a recognised role in the 

preparation of Local Plans and recommends that this be taken further, with the body being 



given the role of assessing the provision of playing fields and similar sporting facilities in 

local districts. 

 

Civic Voice is calling for: 

• Sport England to be retained as a statutory consultee in the planning system 

• A qualitative, sport-specific and location-based approach to assessing impacts on 

playing fields 

• Stronger protection of sports facilities within Local Plans 

• Further research into access to sports facilities and the impact of losses on young 

people and disadvantaged communities 

The charity warns that no final decision should be made on Sport England’s future role 

without fully assessing the consequences for young people and poorer communities. 

“The government has a responsibility to promote health, wellbeing and equal access to 

sport,” it says. 

“Weakening protections for playing fields risks undermining those goals and storing up long-

term social and health costs.” 

Ends 

Note to Editors: Civic Voice https://civicvoice.org.uk/  is the national charity for the civic 

movement in England, supporting local civic and amenity societies and championing 

community involvement in planning and place-making.  
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