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Storm of protest over proposed
changes to planning decisions
THEEnvironmentMinister is fac-
ing a growing torrent of criticism
over proposals to consider eco-
nomic factors as well as environ-
mental ones whenmakingmajor
planning decisions.
Alex Attwood is at loggerheads

with environmental groups and
AllianceMLAAnnaLo,who chairs
his watchdog Environment Com-
mittee.
Ms Lo said the minister ap-

peared to have ignored the vast
majority of organisations and in-
dviduals who wrote to the com-
mittee voicing opposition to new
clauses in the forthcoming Plan-
ning Bill.
Critics say the additions to the

Bill would givemore emphasis to
economic development over envi-
ronmental protection or social
well-being when planners are
weighing up decisions.
It is understood that the Envi-

ronment Committee is poised to
issue a statement this week that

backs the controversial clauses,
but committee chairman Ms Lo
said she will not endorse it.
Since the clauses weremooted,

they have prompted a storm of
criticism from bodies as wide
ranging as the Royal Town Plan-
ning Institute, theNational Trust,
Friends Of The Earth and North-
ern Ireland Local Government
Association.
A number of organisations have

now banded together to spear-
head a public pressure campaign
at www.amendthebill.com,which
has already received more than
2,000 messages of support.
Friends Of The Earth said it

believed bad law was being in-
troduced.
Director James Orr said: “Even

his officials are now saying that it
shouldn’t be introduced until
guidance is issued, but the DUP
and Sinn Fein are determined to
force through these clauses.
“They are ignoring the profes-

sional planners and the over-
whelming will of the people.

“An economic and planning
nightmare will result if these
clauses are enacted.”
Ms Lo told the Belfast Tele-

graph she was disappointed that
the minister had appeared to ig-
nore 93% of the stakeholders who
wrote to the committee voicing
their opposition to the clauses.
“If they are kept in the Bill they

would give extra weight to eco-
nomic development over environ-
mental protection or social
well-being in planning applica-
tions,” she said.
“It is ludicrous that we are not

listening to stakeholders who are
voicing their concerns over these
clauses. Instead of making
changes to the clauses that these
stakeholders suggested, the de-
partment has actually speeded
up their implementation.
“Theywere originally intended

to come into force following the
public consultation on the new
strategic planning policy state-
ment, but will now come into op-
eration immediately once the Bill
becomes law without the new
guidance from the planning pol-
icy statement.
“I do support economic devel-

opment, but it has to be balanced
against environmental protection
and social well-being.
“Our planning system should

not be solely about the promo-
tion of economic development.
“I fear that if these clauseswere

passed it could mean that plan-
ning applications not in the best
interests of communities and the
environment may be approved.
“I was disappointed that my

colleagues on the Environment
Committeewould not supportmy
opposition to these clauses which

is why I asked for the committee’s
official press release not to be is-
sued in my name.”
Mr Attwood rebuffed the criti-

cism and said charges he ignored
stakeholders were “plain wrong”.
He said: “As minister, I have

beenunambiguous about the need
to balance all planning require-
ments, economic, environmental
and others.
“That is clear frommy support

for in town/edge-of-town retail,
decision on Rose Energy, renew-
ables and so on.
“So let's be abundantly clear —

the PlanningBill does not dowhat
some claim and Iwould not bring
forward a Bill that does what
Anna Lo and FoE claim.
“The job of leadership in these

very difficult times is to seek out
work for the workless and to
stretch ourselves to do so.

“We must and we can do so
such that does not damage the
heritage that is at the heart of im-
mense jobs potential.
“The Planning Bill is about

making the planning systemmore
efficient for business, with greater
certainty for developers and faster
processing of applications.
“I andmy officials havemade it

abundantly clear through every
step of the way that this is about
strengthening our economywith-
out compromising on protecting
the environment.
“These provisions do not give

more weight to economic consid-
erations above other considera-
tions and it is misleading to
suggest otherwise.
“All material considerations in-

cluding protection of the envi-
ronment will still be considered
whenmaking planning decisions.”

INSIDE
The key to the future is to
seek balance, otherwise
we will face chaos
Comment, Page 28
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GAME Of Thones star LiamCun-
ningham has claimed that inde-
pendent film-makers are finding
it even harder to survive.
As the hit fantasy epic filmed in

Northern Ireland gears up for its
third series finale tonight, the
Dublin-born actor said that al-
though it was becoming cheaper
tomake indie films, actors, direc-
tors and screenwriters had to

adapt to survive. “It's cheaper to
make indies now, but the problem
is getting the last bit of funding or
actually just getting the project
seen,” said the star, who appeared
in Belfast record producer Terry
Hooley’s biopic Good Vibrations.
But the 52-year-old has not lost

his love for independent films.

He will next appear in two
small-budget movies, in one of
which he will play a CIA agent.
Cunningham, who plays Davos

Seaworth in Game Of Thrones,
said that when it comes to ideal
jobs, his preference is work that
sees him as part of an ensemble
cast — something that HBO’s
Thrones series has capitalised on.
“It's the most difficult thing,

but if you pull it off, it's a wonder-
ful thing for an audience to
watch,” he said.
Fans of GameOf Thrones were

left in shock after last week’s
episode when three characters
were slain at awedding. Tonight’s
series finale is much-anticipated.
Cunningham was speaking at

the John Ford Ireland film sympo-
sium in Dublin yesterday.

Hewas joined by Belfast actors
StephenRea andMartinMcCann
for a discussion panel on their
craft, as well as on thework of leg-
endary director Ford.
Also in attendance were spe-

cial guests Patrick and Marisa
Wayne, children of silver-screen
icon JohnWaynewho collaborat-
ed with Ford on several films in-
cluding The Quiet Man.

Small movies lose out to summer blockbusters, says Thrones star Liam

Concerned: Liam Cunningham
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Northern Ireland Local
Government Association:
“Although this looks reason-
ably innocuous, it represents a
fundamental shift in what the
planning system has repre-
sented. It currently balances
manymaterial considerations
such as environmental, her-
itage or social issues, but this
new clause implies that eco-
nomic considerations may be
given greater importance.”

The National Trust:
“We strongly object to the pro-
posed introduction of econom-
ic development clauses at
Clause 2 and Clause 6. They
are inappropriate for the plan-
ning system, they are unwork-
able and unenforceable, and
will lead to an increase in the
number of legal challenges.”

Royal Town Planning
Institute NI:
“The inclusion of this clause in
the bill will add a further layer
of legislation which is unnec-
essary and will result in fur-
ther confusion and challenge.”

Ulster Architectural
Heritage Society
“Clauses 2 and 6 incontrovert-
ibly change the commonly un-
derstood and agreed role of
planning, enshrined in legisla-
tion, to address issues solely re-
lated to the use and
development of land.”

DrPhil Boland, ProfGeraint
Ellis, Dr Wesley Flannery,
Prof Frank Gaffikin, Prof
Malachy McEldowney, Dr
Brendan Murtagh, Dr Ken
Sterrett—planningacadem-
ics at Queen’s University
“The bill does not appear to fix
any current problemwith the
planning system, but intro-
ducesmanymore difficulties.”

Friends of the Earth:
“The clauses mark a terminal
shift away from what the de-
bate should be about — the
difference between good plan-
ning and bad planning. In
short, the Planning Bill is like-
ly to result in the disintegra-
tion of the planning system.”

The Green Party:
“There appears to be a clear in-
tent to change planning law in
such a way that puts econom-
ic short-termism is at its core.
The Green Party is concerned
there is an attempt to change
law in order that proposals
such fracking or lifting of re-
strictions on Belfast City Air-
port can be pushed through
without any proper checks.”

WHAT THE
CRITICS SAY

“An economic and
planning nightmare
will result if these
clauses are
enacted” James Orr,
Friends of the Earth

“It is ludicrous that
we are not listening
to stakeholders who
are voicing concern
over these clauses”
Alliance MLA Anna Lo

“These provisions
do not give more
weight to economic
considerations”
Environment Minister
Alex Attwood
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