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This response is on behalf of nature and animal welfare coalition Wildlife and Countryside
Link (Link).

Wildlife and Countryside Link (Link) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Government’s
proposals to streamline the Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects (NSIP) regime. Link supports
efforts to improve efficiency and clarity in the system, but is concerned that the current proposals risk
weakening environmental safeguards and public participation.

The consultation follows the Planning and Infrastructure Bill, which as it stands, seeks to remove
statutory preapplication requirements. It continues a worrying shift away from clear requirements to
a largely voluntary and vague set of guidelines, including the removal of statutory pre-application
consultation requirements, changes to the “acceptance test”, and a move towards a digital-first
approach to publicity. While greater use of tools such as Initial Assessments of Principal Issues (IAPIs),
evidence plans, and engagement logs could, if robustly implemented, help identify and resolve
environmental issues earlier, these benefits depend on the strength and consistency of accompanying
guidance and oversight.

We recognise the potential advantages of better-focused examinations, earlier engagement by
statutory bodies, and mechanisms that allow for corrective action during the acceptance stage.
However, we remain deeply concerned that removing statutory consultation duties and relying on
non-binding guidance may reduce scrutiny, transparency, and community involvement. There is
particular risk that key environmental or cumulative impacts could be overlooked if examinations
focus narrowly on a limited set of principal issues.

To ensure environmental protection and public legitimacy are not sacrificed for speed, Link urges the
Government to:
e Retain minimum statutory consultation requirements for environmental and community
stakeholders;
e Clarify what constitutes a “suitable” application to proceed to examination, including baseline
environmental standards;
e Require that IAPIs explicitly address biodiversity, climate, and cumulative impacts;
e Make key transparency tools, such as Evidence Plans and Engagement Summary Reports,
mandatory for high-risk projects;
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e Ensure digital-first systems are complemented by accessible physical notification methods;
and
e Provide adequate resourcing for statutory environmental bodies to participate effectively.

Streamlining the NSIP regime must not come at the expense of environmental rigour, public
accountability, democracy, or long-term sustainability. The reforms should embed strong
environmental and democratic principles in both process and practice, ensuring that infrastructure
delivery supports, rather than undermines, the UK’s biodiversity and climate commitments.

Question 1: Please provide views about the potential risks and benefits of government producing
more prescriptive or less prescriptive guidance about pre-application consultation and engagement
in absence of statutory requirements. In particular, we are interested in views on how guidance on
engagement can support an efficient, faster, proportionate and effective NSIP process or whether
doing so risks undermining the potential time and cost savings.

We are very concerned that removing statutory pre-application consultation requirements, and
relying instead on non-statutory guidance, could undermine both environmental safeguards and
public confidence in the planning system. While well-designed guidance could contribute to a more
efficient and effective system, this is only achievable if it establishes clear minimum expectations,
embeds transparency, and ensures statutory bodies are properly resourced to engage early and
meaningfully.

A more prescriptive form of guidance would offer clear advantages over a purely voluntary or flexible
approach. By setting out minimum standards for engagement, consultation scope, and environmental
information at the pre-application stage, prescriptive guidance would help to ensure consistency
across projects and sectors. It would also provide clarity to applicants and Examining Authorities,
reducing uncertainty and the risk of late-stage disputes. When developers are clear on who to consult,
what information to share, and when to do so, issues can be identified and resolved early, avoiding
delays during acceptance examination and decision stages. This supports the Government’s aim of
speeding up the NSIP process, whilst safeguarding quality and rigour.

Prescriptive guidance would also help underpin transparency and public trust, which are critical to the
legitimacy and efficiency of infrastructure planning. Public resistance and procedural challenge often
arise not from opposition to a project in principle, but from failures in early engagement. Clear rules
on how and when communities must be consulted, particularly on matters of local environmental
impact would help reduce contention, improve the quality of input received, and lead to more robust
applications that can progress smoothly through the system. Guidance that includes minimum
standards for accessibility and inclusivity (for instance, requiring physical as well as digital notification
where digital exclusion exists) would help ensure engagement remains fair and representative.
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More prescriptive guidance could help strengthen and reinforce the role of statutory environmental
bodies and help to manage their limited capacity. Defined processes and scope for their involvement
would allow better resourcing and prioritisation, ensuring advice is provided early enough to inform
project design and avoid delays later. Environmental considerations must be identified and integrated
early, through consistent tools and standardised, rigorous evidence requirements. Embedding these
requirements within a prescriptive guidance framework, particularly for higher-risk or
environmentally sensitive projects, would help reduce inefficiency caused by incomplete or late
environmental information at the point of examination.

By contrast, less prescriptive or purely advisory guidance poses significant risks to both process
efficiency and environmental outcomes. Without statutory underpinning or mandatory minimums,
engagement practice is likely to become inconsistent, with some adopting minimal approaches that
leave communities and statutory consultees under-informed. Experience across the NSIP regime
shows that poor-quality or late consultation leads to repeated rounds of information requests,
examination delays, and, in some cases, legal challenge. This not only undermines confidence in the
process but can ultimately increase costs and extend timescales, counter to the Government’s stated
aims. A lighter-touch approach would also risk excluding local voices, particularly where engagement
relies primarily on digital methods, thereby missing critical place-based knowledge of biodiversity,
heritage, or hydrology that only local communities can provide.

Furthermore, without minimum environmental information requirements at the acceptance stage,
applications could proceed with inadequate baseline data or incomplete mitigation proposals. This
would shift the burden of evidence-gathering into the examination phase, resulting in additional work
for applicants, statutory bodies, and the Planning Inspectorate. Far from saving time, this approach
would front-load risks and lead to downstream inefficiencies. To maintain an efficient and credible
system, the acceptance gateway must include clear, enforceable expectations for the sufficiency of
pre-application engagement and environmental information.

Link recommends that government guidance focus on a risk-based model, combining prescriptive
minimum standards with proportionate flexibility. All NSIPs should be required to submit evidence of
engagement using standardised templates, with more detailed requirements triggered by project
scale, environmental sensitivity, or potential biodiversity impact. This structure would provide a
predictable baseline while allowing lighter requirements for lower-risk projects. The guidance should
also set defined minimum time windows for consultation, identify required consultees, and establish
a clear process for recording and publishing feedback received. Such measures will ensure that the
system remains efficient and fair, avoiding unnecessary rework at examination.

To achieve the desired efficiency gains, these reforms must be accompanied by robust monitoring,
accountability, and resourcing. The Planning Inspectorate should publish annual data on compliance
with engagement guidance, including examples of good practice and areas for improvement. Where
applicants repeatedly fail to meet the minimum standards, the Secretary of State should have powers
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to require remedial engagement or refuse acceptance until compliance is demonstrated. At the same
time, statutory environmental bodies and local authorities must be funded adequately to fulfil their
consultation roles; without this, even the best-designed guidance will fail in practice.

Clear, prescriptive guidance, backed by risk-based flexibility and sufficient resourcing, can streamline
the system by preventing late disputes, reducing uncertainty, and ensuring issues are addressed at
the right stage. A wholly voluntary or ‘light-touch’ model, by contrast, risks inconsistency, procedural
challenge, and consequently longer timescales. Effective streamlining depends not on weakening pre-
application engagement, but on making it consistently early, transparent, and well-evidenced.

Question 2: Should guidance note that collaboration outside of the NSIP process can help to address
wider challenges that could otherwise impact development proposals? If so, what should it say?

Link strongly supports the inclusion of guidance that explicitly recognises the value of collaboration
outside the NSIP process. This is not only beneficial but essential to resolving the wider environmental,
social and strategic issues that affect infrastructure delivery. However, guidance should do more than
make a general statement of support: it should set out clear expectations, principles, and mechanisms
for early, cross-sector collaboration, particularly in relation to environmental data, spatial planning,
and the integration of national infrastructure with wider land and sea use objectives.

Environmental coordination and early partnership working can deliver significant efficiencies for
infrastructure planning. Our Planning Ahead on Land and Sea paper highlights that many of the
barriers to timely infrastructure delivery stem from the absence of strategic, cross-sector frameworks
for nature, land use, and climate.! Projects too often confront these issues in isolation during the pre-
application or examination stages, leading to duplication, conflict, and delay.

Government guidance should make clear that collaboration outside of individual NSIP processes,
between developers, statutory bodies, local planning authorities, and environmental stakeholders,
can help identify and address these systemic challenges early and collectively. By resolving spatial
conflicts, agreeing common evidence bases, and identifying opportunities for environmental
enhancement in advance, collaboration can reduce uncertainty for promoters and avoid project-level
disputes that delay progress.

Specifically, guidance should emphasise the following complementary areas of collaborative working:
1. Strategic environmental coordination

Collaboration at a strategic level, through regional or thematic forums, can ensure that
infrastructure development aligns with environmental priorities such as Local Nature

! https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/planning ahead on land and sea.pdf
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Recovery Strategies (LNRS), Marine Plans, and strategic water or energy plans. Shared
understanding of environmental baselines, ecological networks, and cumulative impacts
should enable more efficient site selection and design. Guidance should encourage
government and statutory bodies to facilitate and maintain accessible, shared spatial data
resources, consistent with the FAIR (Findable, Accessible, Interoperable, Reusable) data
principles, specifically drawing on (and reinforcing the role of) existing Local Environmental
Records Centres (LERCs), marine datasets, and other verified sources. This would enable NSIP
promoters to integrate high-quality environmental and community information into early
decision-making and support transparent, data-driven collaboration across sectors.

2. Early engagement with statutory bodies and expert stakeholders

Collaboration between developers and statutory consultees, including Natural England, the
Environment Agency, Historic England, Marine Management Organisation and local
authorities, can help anticipate and address regulatory constraints before they escalate into
examination-stage issues. Evidence Plans and pre-application technical working groups are
effective mechanisms for this engagement. Guidance should affirm that participation in such
collaborative processes, particularly for high-risk or environmentally sensitive projects, can
significantly reduce procedural risk and improve the quality of applications submitted for
examination.

3. Cross-sector partnerships for nature recovery and environmental gain

Infrastructure projects have potential to contribute significantly to our national
environmental targets, including the delivery of Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG), the Nature
Recovery Network, and net zero. Collaboration between developers, landowners, and
conservation bodies outside the NSIP process can identify opportunities for habitat
restoration, nature-based solutions, and mitigation banking at landscape and seascape scale.
Government guidance should explicitly recognise these opportunities and signpost to
mechanisms such as habitat and carbon markets, LNRS partnerships, and strategic
compensatory habitat programmes as legitimate and valuable forms of collaboration that can
streamline project delivery while improving environmental outcomes.

By embedding these expectations in guidance, the Government can encourage a shift from reactive,
project-by-project mitigation to proactive, landscape and seascape-scale planning. This would make
the system more efficient by avoiding repeated negotiation of the same issues, improving the
predictability of outcomes, enabling developers to plan confidently within known environmental
parameters.

However, effective collaboration also requires appropriate resourcing and governance. Statutory
agencies and local authorities must be equipped, empowered, and funded to participate meaningfully
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in pre-application and strategic forums. Without sufficient capacity, collaboration risks becoming
tokenistic and may even create additional burdens rather than resolving challenges. Government
should therefore accompany any guidance with a commitment to maintain the capacity and function
of these bodies, and to support shared data and mapping infrastructure.

Link recommends that the guidance include dedicated sections setting out:

e The types of collaboration that are most beneficial to NSIP efficiency (e.g. data sharing, spatial
coordination, technical working groups, strategic nature recovery planning);

e The principles of good collaboration: transparency, inclusivity, early engagement, and
proportionality;, explicitly referring to best practice for community consultation according to
Cabinet Office guidance (2018), the Gunning Principles, and Articles 6(2)-(4) of the Aarhus
Convention (The UNECE Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-
making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters).

e The expectation that applicants will demonstrate, in their Engagement Summary or Evidence
Plan, how they have engaged in or drawn from such collaborative work; and

e Reference to existing frameworks and partnerships (such as LNRSs, Marine Plans, Land Use
Framework and Environmental Improvement Plan) that can support integrated, cross-sector
decision-making.

Such collaboration, particularly on environmental evidence, spatial planning, and nature recovery,
could deliver long-term time and cost savings by avoiding conflict, building trust, and ensuring that
infrastructure contributes positively to both climate and nature goals. Government guidance should
therefore go beyond encouragement and set clear expectations for proactive, well-resourced
collaboration.

Question 3: Would it be useful for applicants to consider these factors while preparing their
applications and in particular in relation to any non-statutory engagement and consultation (at
paragraph 19)? What changes or additions to these draft factors would you welcome?

Yes/No/Don’t Know. Please provide your views.

Link supports the inclusion of clear guidance to help applicants prepare well-developed, proportionate
and transparent NSIP applications. The four proposed factors, front-loading, proportionality,
openness and transparency, and timeliness, are all useful in principle and could improve the quality
and efficiency of the regime. However, the guidance should go further to ensure these principles are
applied in ways that enhance environmental outcomes, strengthen public confidence, and deliver
genuine efficiency, rather than simply speed.

Link strongly agrees that front-loading is essential to a well-functioning NSIP system. Early preparation
helps identify environmental and design issues before submission and prevents delays at examination.
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For this to be effective, however, front-loading must include early and robust environmental
assessment, data, and the active involvement of statutory bodies such as Natural England and the
Environment Agency. Applicants should be encouraged to develop and share evidence plans and
engagement logs at pre-application stage, ensuring that environmental data, avoidance and
mitigation measures are fully integrated into project design from the outset. Without this, applications
risk being accepted with incomplete environmental information, risking later delays in the process.

The principle of proportionality is important but needs careful definition. While engagement should
be appropriate to the scale and complexity of a proposal, proportionality must not be used to justify
minimal or superficial consultation. For projects with potentially significant environmental or
community impacts, engagement should be comprehensive and iterative, enabling early issue
resolution. Avoiding unnecessary rounds of consultation is sensible, but some iterative engagement
can actually reduce delay by resolving problems before submission. Guidance should therefore
encourage a risk-based approach, with more intensive engagement expected for projects likely to
have substantial environmental effects, as identified in line with robust, local and national data
sources and expert advice and knowledge. A national Environmental Data Observatory which includes
sign posts to Local Environmental Records Centres and marine data sets, should be supported.?

Openness and transparency are key to building trust and confidence in the NSIP system. Applicants
should be encouraged to communicate clearly about their proposals, to present information in
accessible and non-technical formats, and to explain how public and stakeholder feedback has
influenced project design. Transparent communication should include the publication of consultation
summaries and key environmental data, this would help make engagement more meaningful and help
reduce challenges based on procedural unfairness. Updated guidance should explicitly reference
recognised best practice for community consultation, including the Cabinet Office Consultation
Principles (2018), the Gunning Principles, and Articles 6(2)—(4) of the Aarhus Convention on public
participation in environmental decision-making. Embedding these standards in guidance would
ensure that engagement remains fair, inclusive, and transparent, even where consultation
requirements are non-statutory.

Timeliness is also an important consideration, but efficiency must not come at the expense of quality.
Guidance should emphasise that realistic and well-managed timetables, agreed in collaboration with
statutory bodies and local authorities, are more effective than rigid, politically arbitrary deadlines that
prevent thorough assessment. Adequate time must be allowed for statutory consultees and
communities to respond meaningfully, particularly where complex environmental evidence or
seasonal data collection is required.

In addition to the four proposed factors, Link recommends that the guidance highlight two further
principles: environmental integration and collaboration. Applicants should be expected to

2 https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/planning ahead on land and sea.pdf
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demonstrate how the mitigation hierarchy and environmental objectives such as BNG, carbon
reduction and nature recovery have shaped their proposals from the outset, and to participate in
wider spatial and strategic planning initiatives (Such as LNRSs) outside the NSIP process. Early
collaboration and shared data across sectors can reduce duplication, manage cumulative impacts and
create a more predictable and efficient system.

The factors MHCLG suggests in its consultation are focused more on the publicity side of engagement,
and do not include how developers should respond fairly and meaningfully to the feedback they
receive from the community or stakeholders. Developers would also have no obligation to act
consistently with the factors set out by MHCLG.

In summary, the factors as currently drafted are not sufficient and should be expanded to cover
environmental integration and collaboration, as well as how developers should respond fairly and
meaningfully to the feedback they receive. These factors would be useful for applicants to consider
when preparing NSIP applications, but they should fundamentally promote genuine quality,
inclusivity, and environmental responsibility as the basis of an efficient process. Well-prepared,
transparent and environmentally sound applications are more likely to progress smoothly through the
regime and deliver infrastructure that supports both national development and nature recovery.

Question 4: Do you agree guidance should set out at a high level the benefits of non-statutory
engagement and consultation? Are there any benefits not listed which we should include?

Yes/No/Don’t Know. Please provide your views.

We agree that government guidance should clearly set out the benefits of non-statutory engagement
and consultation. Meaningful early engagement is one of the most effective ways to improve the
quality, efficiency, and legitimacy of the NSIP process. However, we remain fundamentally concerned
about the removal of statutory engagement requirements. Any guidance and associated processes
must make sure these benefits are delivered, not simply articulated. Showcasing examples of good
practice can help inspire others on the benefits of delivering good pre-application engagement and
should form an integral part of any future guidance.

Effective non-statutory engagement can help to ensure that potential environmental and social
impacts are identified and addressed before an application is submitted, leading to better project
design that avoids environmental impacts and supports stronger mitigation measures, and fewer
issues arising at examination. We recognise that early dialogue allows developers to understand the
concerns and priorities of local communities, landowners, and statutory bodies, and to use that
feedback to refine their proposals. This in turn reduces conflict, saves time, and results in applications
that are more robust, deliverable, and publicly acceptable.
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Any guidance should also highlight that non-statutory engagement can support the Government’s
wider objectives for transparency and public trust in infrastructure delivery. Communities are more
likely to accept and support major developments when they have been given accessible information,
genuine opportunities to shape outcomes, and clear feedback on how their views have been
considered. Early and open engagement can reduce opposition through due process, and prevent later
challenges, helping projects to progress more smoothly through examination and decision stages.
Engagement should also be recognised as an opportunity to test and co-develop mitigation or
enhancement measures with local experts, conservation organisations, and local authorities, leading
to better long-term environmental outcomes and social value.

In addition to the benefits identified in the consultation text, we believe the guidance should also
recognise the value of non-statutory engagement in integrating infrastructure with wider
environmental and spatial strategies. Collaboration beyond the NSIP process, through Local Nature
Recovery Strategies, Marine Plans, or regional environmental partnership, can help identify
cumulative impacts, coordinate mitigation, and unlock opportunities for nature restoration and
biodiversity net gain at landscape and seascape scale. Guidance should encourage applicants to draw
on shared environmental data and to work collaboratively across sectors to deliver outcomes that
contribute to the government’s statutory environmental and net-zero targets.

Finally, guidance should make clear that meaningful engagement requires adequate time, resources,
and inclusivity. Applicants should ensure that consultation is accessible to all affected groups,
including those at risk of digital exclusion, and that information is presented in plain language. To
ensure consistency and accountability, applicants could be expected to publish short engagement
summaries demonstrating who has been consulted, what issues have been raised, and how feedback
has influenced the project design.

Question 5: Should guidance encourage collaboration between applicants, stakeholders and
statutory bodies? If so, what should it say? We particularly welcome views on how collaboration
and prevent delays and the role for the sector to work collaboratively with stakeholders and how
government can support this.

Please provide your views.

We strongly support guidance that explicitly encourages collaboration between applicants, statutory
bodies, and stakeholders. Early and structured collaboration with expert bodies is one of the most
effective ways to improve both the efficiency and the quality of decision-making, helping to avoid
delays, resolve conflicts, and ensure that projects contribute positively to the government’s wider
environmental and social objectives. However, for collaboration to be meaningful, it must be
underpinned by clear, balanced expectations, transparency, as well as adequate resourcing for all
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participating bodies. Statutory bodies should be empowered to fulfil their expected functions
rigorously, and not simply approve projects quickly, with minimal oversight, to boost growth.

Collaboration between applicants and statutory bodies at an early stage can help to identify
environmental constraints, fulfil regulatory requirements, and explore strategic enhancement
opportunities before an application is submitted. This would allow issues to be addressed proactively
rather than reactively, avoiding the costly reworking and procedural delays that can arise when
environmental risks or data gaps are discovered during examination. For example, the use of early
evidence plans and technical working groups, as highlighted in Link’ previous s responses to the NSIP
Reforms Consultation (2023) and Biodiversity Net Gain for NSIPs, has already demonstrated the value
of structured collaboration in streamlining the assessment process while improving environmental
outcomes.? Guidance should make clear that early joint working with statutory agencies, particularly
Natural England, the Environment Agency, Historic England, and the Marine Management
Organisation, is not optional but an essential part of preparing a robust and efficient application.

Collaboration should not be limited to statutory consultees. Guidance should also encourage
applicants to engage constructively with local authorities, local communities, and environmental and
technical experts, as these stakeholders often hold critical local knowledge that can improve project
design and reduce later conflict. Working collaboratively with these groups allows applicants to
understand site-specific sensitivities, help avoid impacts, co-develop effective mitigation and
compensation measures, and identify opportunities for environmental enhancement such as nature-
based solutions or habitat restoration. This inclusive approach can improve public confidence in the
NSIP system and reduce objections at examination by showing that concerns have been taken
seriously and addressed from the outset.

Many statutory bodies currently face severe resource constraints®, limiting their ability to engage
proactively with multiple infrastructure promoters. Without adequate funding and capacity, any
collaboration risks becoming meaningless or a tick-box exercise. Guidance should therefore be
accompanied by a government commitment to ensure that statutory consultees are properly
resourced to participate in early engagement and technical working groups. Government could further
support collaboration by maintaining accessible, shared data platforms, particularly for environmental
and spatial information, to prevent duplication of effort and to allow all parties to work from a
common evidence base.® In addition, statutory bodies must be empowered to fulfil their oversight
functions properly, providing rigorous expert oversight and input. They should not simply be directed
to approve projects expeditiously.

3https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/Link%20response%20to%20NSIP%20reforms%20consultation%20September%
202023.pdf ; https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/WC Link consultation response BNG for NSIPs.pdf

4 https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/Streamlining_infrastructure%20working paper response.pdf

5 https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/planning _ahead on land and sea.pdf
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Guidance should also make clear that collaboration is a two-way process. Applicants must be open
and transparent about their objectives, constraints, and timescales, while statutory bodies and
stakeholders should commit to timely, constructive input within agreed parameters. Establishing clear
frameworks for engagement will help prevent misunderstanding and ensure that collaboration
supports rather than slows progress. Government could facilitate this by promoting standardised
templates for evidence plans, engagement records, and issue logs, making it easier to track and
evaluate collaborative progress.

Finally, guidance should emphasise that collaboration not only helps reduce delay, but can help deliver
more sustainable outcomes. Through early dialogue, projects can be better aligned with national and
local priorities for nature recovery, climate resilience, and net zero, avoiding costly environmental
conflicts and contributing to wider public goods. Collaboration can also help unlock opportunities for
co-investment in shared infrastructure or environmental improvements, delivering mutual benefits
for developers, regulators, and local communities.

Question 6: Should guidance include advice to local authorities, statutory bodies and applicants on
finding the right balance between engaging early and engaging with sufficient technical information
without creating unnecessary delay? We would also welcome comments on whether and how
guidance could encourage applicants, local authorities and statutory bodies to work together to
most effectively manage resources in their engagement.

Please provide your views.

Whilst Link supports the inclusion of guidance that helps applicants, local authorities and statutory
bodies engage effectively and efficiently during the NSIP process, we are concerned that any guidance
or advice framed around “finding the right balance” between engaging early and avoiding unnecessary
delay must not inadvertently legitimise shortcuts in the assessment and mitigation of environmental
impacts. The priority should be to make engagement early, informed and meaningful, not simply
faster. A streamlined process that sacrifices environmental rigour or transparency will lead to greater
long-term delay, uncertainty, and loss of public trust.

Link agrees that engaging early with statutory bodies, local authorities and communities can improve
project design and reduce conflict, but this engagement must be underpinned by sound and robust
ecological evidence. If guidance is interpreted as encouragement to limit environmental assessment
or to proceed before sufficient data are available, it risks undermining the very purpose of early
dialogue. Namely, to identify, understand and resolve environmental risks at the outset. As Link has
emphasised in previous responses, genuine efficiency comes from doing things right and thoroughly
the first time, not from cutting corners.® Rushing or simplifying environmental engagement risks

6 https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/Streamlining infrastructure%20working paper response.pdf
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delays later, as incomplete or contested information resurfaces during examination or post-consent
processes.

Government guidance should be explicit that early engagement must go hand in hand with adequate
environmental evidence and technical understanding. It should make clear that “balance” cannot
mean trading off environmental assessment against speed, or reducing the scope of engagement
simply to meet arbitrary timetables. Instead, guidance should promote a phased and proportionate
approach to engagement, starting early to identify key issues, but deepening dialogue as more data
become available. Applicants should work with statutory bodies such as Natural England, the
Environment Agency, Historic England and the Marine Management Organisation to agree evidence
plans that set out what environmental information is required, when it will be produced, and how it
will be used to inform engagement. This ensures that early discussions are meaningful rather than
speculative, and that applications are based on robust, testable evidence when submitted. Any gaps
in consultation identified during milestone or quality checks must be addressed before an application
progresses to examination. This would ensure that affected communities and statutory bodies have
adequate opportunity to contribute at formative stages and that environmental risks or community
concerns are not missed due to incomplete engagement.

The Government must also address the resourcing challenges faced by statutory agencies. Many
statutory bodies and local authorities lack the capacity to engage fully at all stages, and without
sufficient support, pressure to move quickly risks eroding the quality of environmental scrutiny. The
Government must therefore ensure that these organisations are adequately funded and empowered
to participate effectively, particularly in providing early input on environmental data, impact
avoidance and mitigation options. Encouraging shared data systems and common evidence platforms
can also help manage resources without compromising quality, allowing applicants and regulators to
work from the same environmental baseline.

Importantly, guidance should emphasise that early engagement is not an administrative hurdle, but
part of a substantive process that underpins environmental integrity. Effective engagement depends
on transparency about data readiness and limitations, open sharing of draft assessments, and
sufficient time for statutory consultees and communities to review and respond. Any leading framing
that suggests consultation should be abbreviated to avoid “delay” risks undermining trust and
producing poorer-quality outcomes that will ultimately take longer to resolve.

In summary, Link supports the development of guidance on managing the timing and scope of
engagement, but this must be approached from the standpoint of maintaining environmental rigour,
not speeding up at the expense of quality. Advice on finding the “right balance” must make clear that
meaningful assessment, avoidance and mitigation of environmental impacts are non-negotiable
elements of a legally robust and socially legitimate NSIP process.

12
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Question 7: Is guidance needed to support applicants to identify which statutory bodies should be
consulted based on the potential impacts of the proposed application? If so, what should that
guidance include?

Please provide your views.

Link agrees that clear and detailed guidance is needed to support applicants in identifying which
statutory bodies should be consulted based on the potential impacts of their proposed developments.
However, such guidance must not be treated as a procedural shortcut or a way to reduce the scope
or depth of statutory engagement. Instead, it should ensure that applicants engage early,
meaningfully, and comprehensively with the full range of statutory bodies whose advice is critical to
understanding and managing environmental risks. Effective and well-coordinated consultation with
statutory agencies remains fundamental to both the integrity and efficiency of the NSIP process.

The Government’s consultation rightly acknowledges the central role that statutory bodies such as
Natural England, the Environment Agency, Historic England, the Marine Management Organisation
and the Forestry Commission play in ensuring that projects are compliant with environmental law and
policy, and that they deliver high-quality outcomes for nature, heritage and communities. However,
plans to remove statutory pre-application consultation requirements makes it even more important
that guidance clearly sets out when and how thorough engagement with these bodies should take
place. Without this clarity, there is a risk that applicants may delay consultation, consult too narrowly,
or overlook relevant regulators and advisors; resulting in avoidable environmental risk, project
redesign, or legal challenge later in the process.

We believe the guidance should require applicants to take a precautionary and inclusive approach
when identifying statutory consultees, ensuring that all bodies with potential relevance to a project’s
environmental, heritage or safety impacts are engaged from the earliest stages. This engagement
should not be treated as a box-ticking exercise, but as an ongoing, iterative process that evolves as
more information about a project’s impacts becomes available. In particular, applicants should be
encouraged to engage at the scoping stage with all statutory nature conservation bodies, the
Environment Agency, and the Marine Management Organisation where relevant. Guidance should
also advise applicants to maintain regular dialogue throughout project design to help avoid
environmental impacts and ensure that any mitigation or compensation measures are agreed and
embedded early, avoiding the inefficiencies and costs associated with late-stage changes.

Link recommends that the guidance explicitly reference and promote the use of Evidence Plans as a
practical tool for structuring early engagement with statutory bodies. Evidence Plans allow applicants
and consultees to agree in advance what data and methodologies will be used to assess environmental
effects, the level of detail required, and the timelines for providing advice. This approach, which Link
has supported in its previous submissions including the Streamlining Infrastructure Working Paper
Response and BNG for NSIPs consultation, helps to make engagement more predictable, transparent,

13
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and efficient for all parties. It also ensures that statutory bodies can provide focused and timely advice
based on shared evidence, thereby reducing duplication and disagreement later in the process.

The guidance should also make clear that identifying relevant consultees must go beyond a generic
list of statutory bodies. Applicants should consider the spatial and ecological context of their
proposals, engaging all relevant authorities with jurisdiction or expertise in the areas potentially
affected. For example, projects affecting river catchments, marine waters out to 12 nautical miles,
LNRS priority areas. protected landscapes or heritage assets will often require input from multiple
statutory and non-statutory organisations. Government could support this by developing a national
consultation mapping tool or similar resource to help applicants identify relevant consultees based on
project location and environmental characteristics.

However, we are concerned that the proposed removal of the statutory requirement to consult on
Preliminary Environmental Information risks weakening early environmental engagement if it is not
offset by clear and robust guidance. While PEIl reports have sometimes been overly technical, their
removal must not lead to reduced transparency or the exclusion of statutory environmental bodies
from the early stages of assessment. Guidance should make explicit that applicants remain responsible
for sharing environmental information iteratively and meaningfully with statutory bodies, ensuring
that these organisations have sufficient opportunity to shape project design to avoid environmental
impacts, influence mitigation, and identify potential non-compliance before submission. Streamlining
must not equate to shortcutting; early engagement without adequate environmental information will
undermine both efficiency and environmental protection.

Finally, guidance should acknowledge that effective statutory engagement depends on adequate
resourcing and coordination. Statutory agencies are facing significant capacity constraints, and
without additional government support, expectations for earlier and more iterative consultation will
be difficult to deliver in practice. The government should commit to ensuring that these bodies have
the resources and tools needed to engage fully and efficiently with NSIP applicants. Encouraging
shared data platforms and improved information management would further help to reduce
duplication and increase consistency in advice.

Question 8: Would additional government guidance on engagement with statutory bodies regarding
environmental requirements be of value, in addition to the advice and guidance provided directly
by those organisations? How can guidance support constructive engagement by statutory bodies?
Please provide details on what would be most useful in government guidance relative to what is
provided to other relevant organisations.

Yes/No/Don’t Know. Please provide your views.

Link supports the introduction of clear and consistent government guidance on engagement with
statutory bodies regarding environmental requirements, provided it complements rather than

14



PR FNL

Wildlife and

Countryside

replaces the detailed technical and evidence- based advice already issued by those organisations. Such
guidance should focus on setting expectations for early, transparent and well-resourced engagement,
ensuring statutory consultees are approached at the right time and with sufficient information to
support lawful and effective decision-making.

Importantly, the guidance must also make explicit any statutory requirements and expectations for
engaging with environmental Statutory Nature Conservation Bodies (SNCBs), particularly where
engagement is a legal requirement under secondary legislation or other relevant Directives, with clear
signposting to these obligations so that applicants face no uncertainty. This needs to go further than
simply “encouraging” engagement (as suggested in consultation paragraph 26), by providing
unambiguous direction on when and how such engagement is legally required to ensure consistency,
compliance, and clarity across the system.

National guidance could help standardise the timing and quality of engagement, reducing the current
tendency for consultation to occur too late or without adequate environmental data. It should
encourage structured, ongoing dialogue with statutory bodies, framed around clear objectives such
as scoping assessments, agreeing methodologies and embedding mitigation or compensation
measures early in project design. Evidence Plans should be promoted as a practical tool to give
applicants and consultees a shared framework for data, methods and timelines, improving efficiency
and accountability.

Finally, guidance must recognise that constructive engagement depends on the capacity and effective
functioning of the statutory bodies themselves. As highlighted, many face significant resourcing, skills,
and capacity pressures, and without adequate government support, the stated expectations will be
difficult to deliver, and could risk a weakening of environmental provisions. With new amendments
that seek to reduce Natural England’s advisory requirements still being debated in the House of Lords,
any resulting changes must be clearly communicated to NSIP stakeholders, and must not restrict
Natural England’s ability to engage meaningfully during the pre-application stage. Guidance should
therefore be accompanied by commitments to strengthen resourcing and to facilitate shared digital
platforms for data exchange, ensuring that statutory advice is timely, consistent and effective.

Question 9: Is guidance needed to support proportionate, effective and constructive engagement
from both the applicant and local authorities? If yes, what should such guidance cover?
Please provide your views.

Yes, guidance is needed to ensure engagement between applicants and local authorities is
proportionate, effective and constructive. Local authorities bring essential local knowledge, technical
expertise and democratic accountability, and their input can significantly improve the quality and
resilience of applications. Guidance should emphasise the importance of early engagement so that
local issues, including environmental constraints, biodiversity opportunities and cumulative impacts,
are identified and addressed before submission. It should also make clear that providing technical
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advice does not prejudice an authority’s later role in representing community views during
examination. Applicants should be encouraged to focus on host authorities, while also engaging
neighbouring authorities where cross-boundary impacts are likely. Finally, guidance should
acknowledge the resource pressures faced by local authorities and underline the need for applicants
to support meaningful dialogue, ensuring that proposals contribute to local and national statutory
nature and climate objectives, including through LNRSs, as well as delivering infrastructure efficiently.

Question 10: Is guidance needed to encourage applicant engagement with landowners and affected
persons in a proportionate, effective and meaningful way? If so, we would welcome views on how
guidance should support engagement with landowners and affected persons.

Please provide your views

Yes - clear and robust guidance is essential to ensure that engagement with landowners and affected
persons is proportionate, effective and genuinely meaningful. However, such guidance must be
underpinned by minimum enforceable expectations rather than relying solely on voluntary or
discretionary approaches, particularly where compulsory acquisition or significant land-take is
proposed.

The proposed removal of the statutory pre-application consultation requirement risks excluding or
delaying engagement with those most directly affected by infrastructure projects. Experience
consistently shows that landowners and local residents can hold key knowledge about their land, its
ecological and cultural features, and local environmental conditions. Early engagement with these
groups often leads to better project design, avoidance of sensitive habitats, and smoother
implementation. Conversely, when engagement is delayed or superficial, it can cause uncertainty and
distress, increasing the likelihood of legal challenge, and undermining trust in the planning system.
Guidance should promote early, targeted, and proportionate consultation that focuses on those
genuinely at risk of impact, while avoiding unnecessary concern for those ultimately unaffected. It
should set clear expectations for what constitutes sufficient engagement before an application is
accepted for examination. Link believes that the guidance should be framed around four core
principles: proportionality, ensuring that the level of engagement reflects the likely scale of impact;
timelines, requiring engagement early enough to influence design and the setting of order limits to
avoid and minimise environmental impacts; transparency, through clear documentation of who was
consulted and what issues were raised; and accessibility, ensuring that engagement methods are fair
and inclusive for all participants.

In practice, this means applicants proposing compulsory acquisition or significant land-take should be
required to identify and notify affected landowners and occupiers at an early stage, provide plain-
language information about the project and their rights, and keep accurate records of engagement
and attempts to reach agreement. Engagement logs and summary reports should be mandatory for
such projects, published in accessible language, and considered by the Examining Authority at the
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point of acceptance. These steps would bring welcome transparency and consistency to a process that
can otherwise feel opaque and unbalanced to those directly affected.

Guidance must also recognise the particular vulnerability of Category 3 persons, individuals whose
property or rights may be affected even where land is not being acquired. These people should be
notified where proposals are likely to have an impact, and they should be clearly informed of how
they can participate in the process and request Interested Party status. Given the human rights
implications of compulsory acquisition, early notification and opportunities for hearing are essential
safeguards that should not be weakened.

If the statutory requirement for pre-application consultation is to be removed, any replacement
guidance must ensure that meaningful engagement still occurs, with clear minimum expectations,
transparent reporting tools, and adequate protections for those whose land, livelihoods and rights are
most affected. Link would welcome the opportunity to work with the Government to help refine this
guidance and ensure it delivers both fairness and efficiency within the reformed NSIP process.

Question 11: Should guidance support applicants to identify Category 3 people to be notified once
an application is accepted for examination? If so, what should it say?

Please provide your views.

Yes — Link supports the introduction of clear guidance to help applicants identify and notify Category
3 persons. This guidance is necessary to ensure fairness, transparency, and public confidence in the
NSIP process, particularly where people’s rights or quality of life may be affected without direct land
acquisition. However, this guidance must not be limited to procedural efficiency; it should promote
meaningful engagement and uphold public confidence in the NSIP regime.

Category 3 persons often include neighbours, tenants, and community members whose access,
amenity, or environment could be significantly impacted. Identifying them accurately and early is a
key aspect of fair and inclusive decision-making. Guidance should make clear that applicants bear
responsibility for proactively identifying such individuals through a combination of desk-based
research, local engagement, and site understanding, and that their approach should be transparent
and open to scrutiny. These people should be notified where proposals are likely to have an impact,
and they should be clearly informed of how they can participate in the process and request Interested
Party status.

Applicants should adopt a precautionary approach, erring on the side of inclusion where impacts are

uncertain, and look beyond land ownership to consider access, environmental and amenity impacts.
While formal notification occurs after acceptance, early communication with potentially affected
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people should be encouraged wherever feasible to build trust and allow local knowledge to inform
design.

Guidance should also promote accessible and inclusive notification methods, combining digital and
physical communication, and require plain-language explanations of why individuals have been
identified and how they can engage in the examination. Applicants should record their process in an
engagement summary demonstrating how Category 3 persons were identified and contacted.

Question 12: Is guidance needed to encourage applicant engagement with communities in a
proportionate, effective and meaningful way? If so, what should it say? We would also welcome
thoughts on how guidance can provide clarity and support engagement by communities.

Please provide your views.

Link strongly supports the inclusion of clear guidance to ensure proportionate, effective and
meaningful engagement with local communities throughout the NSIP process. Early, inclusive
engagement is not only essential for fairness, but also for delivering better designed, more sustainable
and publicly trusted infrastructure.

Communities can hold valuable local knowledge that can improve applications and environmental
assessments, from insights on local wildlife and flood risk to the use of local paths and landscape
character. Engaging people early allows this evidence to shape project design, reducing environmental
harm, conflict and delay. Guidance should therefore make clear that engagement is not a procedural
formality but a central part of preparing sound, responsive proposals.

Applicants should be expected to engage with communities as early as possible, particularly for
projects with significant local impacts, and to treat engagement as an opportunity to co-develop
better outcomes rather than simply to inform. Guidance should encourage applicants to use plain
language, share accessible information, and explain how community input has influenced their
proposals. An engagement summary outlining who was consulted, what issues were raised, and what
changes were made should be required at the point of application.

The guidance should also draw on and align with the latest work on delivering social value through
infrastructure. There is growing recognition, including in recent government and industry frameworks,
notably as a consequence of the Social Value Act 2012, that infrastructure projects can and should
contribute to social, environmental and economic wellbeing beyond their core functions. By
embedding the principles of social value into project design, projects can deliver tangible, lasting
benefits for the areas they affect. Guidance should encourage applicants to use established social
value methodologies and metrics to identify, assess and report on these outcomes, ensuring that
engagement with communities directly informs how benefits are defined and delivered.
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As stated earlier in response to question 3, we are concerned that the emphasis in the consultation
(including the factors MHCLG puts forward) are focused more on the publicity side of engagement,
and do not include how developers should respond fairly and meaningfully to the feedback they
receive from the community or stakeholders. Developers would also have no obligation to act
consistently with the factors set out. The acceptance test for an NSIP would “make explicit that
whether an application has undertaken consultation or engagement during the pre-application stage,
this may not be a determining factor in the Planning Inspectorate’s decision to accept or reject an
application.” We would like to see a clearer statement that the quality of consultation and the
response to it by developers is an essential feature in how an application is assessed.

Question 13: Should guidance continue to encourage applicants to use tools such as Issues and
Engagement logs, and Principal Areas of Disagreement Summary Statements? Please comment on
the value and scope of these documents for informing likely examination issues in light of the
removal of statutory requirements for consultation. We also welcome views on any potential
advantages or disadvantages for enabling a more effective examination if regulations required some
of these documents to be submitted alongside an application.

Yes/No/Don’t Know. Please provide your views.

Yes - Guidance should continue to encourage, and in some cases require, applicants to use tools such
as Issues and Engagement Logs, Principal Areas of Disagreement Summary Statements (PADSS),
Statements of Common Ground and Evidence Plans. These documents are vital for ensuring
transparency, accountability, and a well-prepared application process, particularly in light of the
proposed removal of statutory pre-application consultation.

Without a statutory requirement for consultation, there is a greater risk that key environmental, social
and community issues will not be identified or resolved early enough in the NSIP process. Tools such
as Engagement Logs and PADSS could help to mitigate this by recording how and when engagement
has taken place, what issues have been raised, and how they have been addressed. These documents
could provide the Planning Inspectorate and the Examining Authority with a clear and structured
picture of an application’s evolution, enabling them to focus on the most significant matters during
examination and to identify areas where further scrutiny is needed.

Used properly, these methods could help build trust between applicants, statutory bodies and
communities by providing transparent evidence of dialogue and responsiveness. Engagement Logs,
for example, can help to demonstrate whether engagement has been proportionate, inclusive and
ongoing, rather than tokenistic or retrospective. Similarly, PADSS and Statements of Common Ground
provide a shared record of agreement and disagreement between applicants and consultees,
supporting constructive resolution of issues before the examination stage. This clarity is particularly
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valuable where complex environmental assessments are involved, as it helps the Examining Authority
to prioritise unresolved matters and avoid duplication or confusion during hearings.

Evidence Plans are another essential tool that should be explicitly supported in guidance. Link strongly
advocates for their wider use, not only for Habitats Regulations Assessment but across environmental
impact and biodiversity assessment more generally. Early, structured collaboration between
applicants and statutory nature conservation bodies can help to identify key environmental risks,
ensure proportionate survey and assessment effort, and deliver more robust and defensible
environmental information at submission. Link’s previous responses have highlighted that poorly
evidenced or incomplete environmental assessments are a leading cause of delay and dispute within
the NSIP process, properly implemented Evidence Plans can address this by setting a clear, agreed
basis for environmental data collection and interpretation.’

While the government suggests that some of these tools could remain voluntary, Link believes there
is a strong case for requiring that certain key documents, particularly Engagement Logs, PADSS and
Evidence Plans, must be submitted with all applications involving significant environmental effects or
compulsory acquisition. Mandatory submission would promote consistency, improve transparency,
and reduce the need for examination time to be spent clarifying engagement history or identifying
gaps in evidence. The requirement could be applied proportionately, with lighter expectations for less
complex projects but firm obligations for major or high-impact proposals.

The proposal for a voluntary “Engagement Summary Report” is also welcome, but its value will depend
on the clarity and comprehensiveness of what they include. To maintain confidence and consistency,
such reports should summarise engagement with communities, statutory bodies and landowners in
plain language, explain how input has influenced the design, and set out any areas where engagement
has not occurred and why. Publishing these reports would improve accountability, help local people
understand how their views have been considered, and reduce the likelihood of disputes resurfacing
at examination.

Question 14: Are voluntary evidence plans an effective way of getting input on environmental issues
early to inform environmental assessments and identify suitable mitigations? Please provide
reasons.

Yes/No/Don’t Know. Please provide your views.
Link considers that voluntary evidence plans can, in principle, provide a useful mechanism for securing

early input on environmental issues, helping to identify key matters at the outset and ensuring that
avoidance, mitigation and enhancement measures are integrated into project design rather than

"https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/Link%20response%20to%20NSIP%20reforms%20consultation%20September%
202023.pdf
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added late in the process. Early engagement of this kind has the potential to reduce conflict during
examination, improve the quality of applications, and support more timely decisions. However, we
have strong concerns about the Government’s proposal to rely on a voluntary approach.

Voluntary evidence plans risk being inconsistently applied, with some applicants choosing to engage
constructively while others may avoid them altogether. This creates an uneven playing field,
undermines transparency, and could result in weaker environmental outcomes. Without a statutory
requirement, there is no guarantee that the most significant environmental issues will be addressed
early, nor that applicants will commit the necessary time and resources to meaningful collaboration
with statutory bodies and stakeholders. The danger is that evidence plans become a discretionary add-
on, used only where convenient, rather than a consistent and rigorous part of the process.

We are also concerned that the effectiveness of evidence plans will be severely constrained unless
statutory agencies such as Natural England, the Environment Agency, and the Marine Management
Organisation are properly resourced. These bodies are already under significant pressure, and without
additional funding and capacity, they will struggle to engage fully in evidence planning. This risks
turning the process into a tick-box exercise, with limited scrutiny of the evidence base and inadequate
consideration of cumulative impacts, biodiversity net gain, and nature recovery objectives.

Furthermore, evidence plans must not be seen as a substitute for statutory environmental
assessments or legal obligations. They should be a tool to strengthen and streamline compliance, not
to dilute it. For this reason, we believe that guidance should make clear that evidence plans must be
transparent, publicly available, and demonstrate how issues raised have influenced project design.
Only with rigorous safeguards can they help build trust with communities and reduce the risk of
disputes re-emerging at examination.

Question 15: Should guidance set out the circumstances in which use of voluntary evidence plans
might be beneficial?

Yes/No/Don’t Know. Please provide your views.

Link believes that guidance should set out the circumstances in which Evidence Plans are beneficial,
but we are strongly concerned that their use on a purely voluntary basis will not deliver the
consistency, rigour, or environmental protection that is required. Evidence Plans can be a valuable
tool for identifying key environmental issues early, ensuring proportionate assessments, avoiding
impacts and embedding mitigation and enhancement measures into project design from the outset.
They have the potential to reduce conflict during examination, improve the quality of applications,
and support more timely decisions. However, these benefits will only be realised if their use is
consistent across projects and supported by clear, thorough expectations.
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A voluntary approach risks creating a fragmented system where some applicants engage
constructively while others do not, leading to uneven standards and undermining public confidence.
Without a strong requirement to use evidence plans in all appropriate circumstances, there is no
guarantee that the most significant environmental issues will be addressed early, nor that applicants
will commit the necessary time and resources to meaningful collaboration with statutory bodies and
stakeholders. This risks perpetuating the delays and disputes that the Government is seeking to avoid.

We are also concerned that statutory agencies such as Natural England and the Environment Agency
are already under significant resource pressures. For evidence plans to be effective, these bodies must
be properly funded and supported to engage fully in the process. Without this, evidence plans could
become a tick-box exercise rather than a genuine means of resolving issues early and ensuring robust
environmental outcomes.

We suggest a default presumption in favour of Evidence Plans unless there is an overriding reason
why they should not be used — with very limited parameters to be outlined in the guidance. Likewise,
the guidance should go beyond simply suggesting that evidence plans may be useful. It should set out
clearly the types of projects and circumstances in which they are expected, the environmental issues
they should cover, and how they should interact with Environmental Impact Assessments, Habitats
Regulations Assessments, and other statutory requirements. It should also make clear that evidence
plans must be transparent and publicly available, so that communities and stakeholders can see how
issues have been identified and addressed.

We do not believe a voluntary approach will be sufficient. To be effective, evidence plans must
consistently applied, and be embedded within a stronger framework of clear guidance, statutory
expectation, and adequate resourcing of statutory consultees. Only then can they play their intended
role in streamlining the planning process while upholding the Government’s commitments to
environmental protection and nature recovery.

Question 16: If guidance were to highlight the option to publish an engagement summary report,
what might the potential advantages and disadvantages of this be? We would also welcome views
on submitting this report alongside an application, especially what advantages and disadvantages
there may be for a more effective examination if guidance encouraged or regulations required its
submission.

Please provide your views.

Greater transparency and clarity at the pre-application stage would help to improve the quality of
applications and reduce the risk of disputes later in the process. An engagement summary report
could, in principle, provide a useful means for applicants to demonstrate how they have approached
engagement, who they have spoken to, and how this has influenced the design of their proposals.
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Such a report could help the Examining Authority to understand the breadth and depth of engagement
undertaken, highlight areas of consensus or disagreement, and reduce the likelihood of issues being
re-opened unnecessarily during examination. It could also provide communities and stakeholders with
a clearer picture of how their input has been considered, thereby strengthening trust in the process.

However, we have significant concerns about the proposal that such reports should be voluntary. A
voluntary approach risks inconsistency, with some applicants producing thorough and transparent
reports while others provide minimal or no information at all. This would undermine the purpose of
the measure, which is to ensure that engagement is meaningful, transparent, and capable of informing
decision-making. Without a consistent requirement to publish such a report, there is no guarantee
that applicants will take engagement seriously or that the Examining Authority will have the
information it needs to focus the examination effectively.

There is also a risk that, if not carefully designed, engagement summary reports could become
superficial documents that present engagement in a positive light without providing sufficient detail
on the quality of that engagement or how concerns were addressed. To avoid this, guidance should
set clear, robust expectations for the content of such reports, including a requirement to explain how
engagement has influenced project design, how disagreements have been handled, and where
concerns remain unresolved. Reports should be made publicly available to ensure accountability and
to allow stakeholders to verify that their contributions have been accurately represented.

If guidance were to encourage or require submission of an engagement summary report alongside an
application, the advantages would include greater consistency across projects, improved
transparency, and a stronger basis for the Examining Authority to focus its scrutiny. It would also help
to embed good practice in engagement, ensuring that applicants approach consultation as a genuine
opportunity to shape proposals rather than as a procedural hurdle. The disadvantages would primarily
arise if the requirement were not matched by clear standards and adequate resourcing for statutory
consultees and communities to participate meaningfully. Without this, there is a risk that reports could
become formulaic or tokenistic.

Question 17: Do you agree that requiring the following information in notifications to the Planning
Inspectorate, host local authorities, and the Marine Management Organisation would be beneficial
in enabling them to prepare for examination? What other information or documents could be
encouraged through guidance?

(a) Whether a proposed application is expected to be EIA development
Yes/No/Don’t know.

Yes. Link strongly supports requiring applicants to state at the notification stage whether their

proposal is expected to constitute EIA development. This would provide an early indication of the scale
and complexity of environmental assessment required, allowing statutory consultees and local
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authorities to prepare adequately. It would also help ensure that environmental considerations are
embedded from the outset, rather than being treated as an afterthought. Early clarity on EIA
requirements is essential to avoid delays and disputes later in the process.

(b) When notifying the Marine Management Organisation, whether a proposed application is
expected to require a marine licence for any licensable activities
Yes/No/Don’t know

Yes. Where marine elements are involved, applicants should be required to state whether a marine
licence is likely to be needed. This would allow the Marine Management Organisation to plan its
engagement and ensure that marine environmental issues are properly considered from the start.
Given the complexity of marine licensing and the sensitivity of marine ecosystems, early notification
is critical to ensuring robust assessment and avoiding late-stage conflicts

(c) Where the most up-to-date information is published and available to view
Yes/No/Don’t know

Yes. Providing a clear indication of where the most current project information can be accessed is vital
for transparency and accountability. Too often, stakeholders and communities struggle to find
accurate and up-to-date information, which undermines trust in the process. Requiring applicants to
provide this information at the notification stage would ensure that all parties have access to the same
materials and can engage meaningfully.

(d) Publishing the notification on the applicant’s project website
Yes/No/Don’t know

Yes. Publishing notifications on the applicant’s project website would further enhance transparency
and accessibility. It would ensure that information is not confined to statutory consultees but is
available to all interested parties, including local communities. This would help build trust and
demonstrate that engagement is being taken seriously.

(e) Other
Please provide your views

In addition to the above, Link believes that applicants should be encouraged to provide further detail
of anticipated environmental constraints and strategic opportunities identified to date, including
potential impacts on protected sites, species, and habitats. Applicants should also set out how they
intend to align with statutory requirements, including compatibility with Local Nature Recovery
Strategies. Providing this information early would help embed environmental considerations into
project design and reduce the risk of late-stage disputes.
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We also see merit in the creation of a standardised notification template, provided by government, to
ensure consistency across projects. However, we believe its use should be required through secondary
legislation rather than left to voluntary guidance. A mandatory template would ensure that all
applicants provide the same core information, improving efficiency for statutory bodies and local
authorities, and ensuring that no critical information is omitted.

Question 18: Should guidance indicate a point at which the applicant should issue the notification?
If so, at what should it say?

Yes/No/Don’t know. Please provide your views.

Link believes guidance should indicate a clear point for issuing notification. This should be once
proposals are sufficiently developed to provide meaningful information, such as: scope, location, and
likely environmental impacts, but before statutory pre-application consultation begins. At this stage,
applicants can provide a useful summary, including whether the project is likely to require an EIA or
marine licence, enabling the Planning Inspectorate, local authorities, and statutory consultees to
prepare effectively.

Notifying too early risks wasting resources when details are uncertain, while notifying too late reduces
the ability to influence project design and address environmental concerns. Guidance should
therefore set out this balanced expectation, and emphasise that notifications must be transparent,
published on project websites, and include links to up-to-date information. This would ensure
notification is not a procedural formality but a meaningful step in embedding environmental and
community considerations into project design.

Question 19: Do you agree that a specific format with contents requirements, would be beneficial
to standardise this duty for both the applicant and the Planning Inspectorate when ensuring that
this Duty has been met (please specify why)? We would also welcome views on what further
guidance may support this clarity

Yes/No/Don’t know. Please provide your views.

Link agrees that a specific format with clear content requirements would be beneficial to standardise
the duty to notify. Standardisation would provide consistency across projects, ensuring that all
applicants supply the same core information in a clear and accessible way. This would make it easier
for the Planning Inspectorate, local authorities, statutory consultees, and communities to understand
proposals at an early stage, allocate resources appropriately, and prepare for meaningful engagement.
Without a standardised approach, there is a risk of variability in the quality of notifications, which
could undermine transparency and delay effective scrutiny.
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A prescribed format would also help applicants by providing clarity on what is expected of them,
reducing uncertainty and the risk of challenge. It would ensure that notifications are not treated as a
procedural formality but as a substantive step in the process, signalling a genuine commitment to
early engagement. Importantly, a standardised notification should include not only the statutory
minimum information but also additional details that support environmental and community
considerations. This should cover whether the project is likely to require an Environmental Impact
Assessment, whether a marine licence is expected, and where up-to-date project information can be
accessed. Publishing the notification on the applicant’s project website should also be a requirement,
to ensure transparency and accessibility for all stakeholders.

Further guidance should make clear that notifications are expected to be issued once proposals are
sufficiently developed to provide meaningful environmental information, but before statutory
consultation begins. This would strike the right balance between giving consultees adequate time to
prepare and avoid premature notifications that lack substance. Guidance should also emphasise the
importance of transparency, requiring applicants to maintain up-to-date project information online
and to explain how environmental and community issues identified at this stage will be addressed as
the project develops.

Question 20: Do you agree with the proposal to move to a ‘digital first’ approach by only requiring
information to be made available for inspection online? Please explain why. The government would
welcome information and data about any potential impacts, including equalities impacts, of this
change.

Yes/No/Don’t know. Please provide your views.

Link does not support moving to a purely ‘digital first’ approach in which information is only required
to be made available online. While digital publication is an essential part of modernising the planning
system and can improve accessibility for many, relying solely on online provision risks excluding
significant groups of people and undermining the principle of meaningful public participation.

Experience shows that not all communities have equal access to digital resources. Older people, those
in rural areas with poor broadband coverage, and individuals without reliable internet access may be
disproportionately disadvantaged by a digital-only system. This would create an equalities impact,
reducing the ability of some groups to engage with proposals that may directly affect their
environment, health, and quality of life. For infrastructure projects of national significance, which
often have wide-ranging and long-term impacts, it is vital that all affected communities can access
information in a format that works for them.

A digital-first approach should therefore be complemented by statutory requirements for alternative,

non-digital methods of making information available. This could include physical copies in local
libraries, council offices, or community centres, as well as accessible formats for those with disabilities.
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Such measures are consistent with the Aarhus Convention principles of access to information and
public participation in environmental decision-making.

Moreover, providing information in multiple formats helps to build trust and transparency.
Communities are more likely to engage constructively if they feel that barriers to participation have
been removed and that the process is genuinely inclusive. A purely digital system risks reinforcing
perceptions that infrastructure planning is designed to prioritise speed and efficiency over fairness
and accountability.

Question 21: What further guidance would support applicants to undertake effective publicity
which enables transparency and public awareness?
Please provide your views.

Link believes that further guidance on publicity should focus on ensuring that the process is genuinely
transparent, accessible, and inclusive, and that it provides communities and stakeholders with the
information they need to engage meaningfully. At present, publicity requirements are too limited and
often treated as a procedural formality, rather than as an opportunity to build trust and improve the
quality of applications.

Guidance should make clear that effective publicity must be designed to reach all those who may be
affected by a proposal. This means requiring applicants to use a range of communication channels,
not only national and local newspapers but also digital platforms, community networks, and physical
locations such as libraries, council offices, and community centres. A digital presence is essential, but
it should not replace non-digital methods, as many communities, particularly older people, those in
rural areas with poor connectivity, and disadvantaged groups, may otherwise be excluded.

Equally important is the quality of the information provided. Publicity should not simply announce
that an application is forthcoming, but should set out clearly the nature of the proposals, their likely
environmental and social impacts, and how these will be addressed. Applicants should be required to
provide non-technical summaries, supported by maps, diagrams, and visualisations, so that
communities can understand the implications of a project without needing to interpret highly
technical documents. Guidance should also encourage applicants to highlight how their proposals
align with statutory environmental duties, including Local Nature Recovery Strategies, and
opportunities for meaningful enhancement, not just the impacts and possible mitigation options.

To strengthen transparency, applicants should be expected to maintain an up-to-date project website
where all relevant documents, maps, and assessments can be accessed easily. This should include
clear information on how to participate in the process, deadlines for responses, and contact details
for further queries. Guidance should also emphasise the importance of updating publicity materials
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as projects evolve, so that stakeholders are kept informed of changes and can continue to engage
meaningfully.

Question 22: What further advice is needed through guidance to ensure sufficient clarity about the
test that will be applied by the Planning Inspectorate at the acceptance stage, and how applications
can be prepared that will meet the acceptance test? What guidance if any should be provided to
provide clarity about matters that are not tested at acceptance, in order to clearly establish the
difference between past and future requirements?

Please provide your views.

Practical, robust guidance is essential to safeguard the integrity of the acceptance stage and to avoid
confusion about what will, and will not, be tested. Guidance should therefore set out, in plain terms,
the minimum (and a robust) evidential threshold for acceptance. Applications must include sufficiently
complete, accessible, and internally consistent documentation to enable examination within statutory
timeframes, including non-technical summaries, clear signposting, and up-to-date baselines for all
relevant environmental topics.

In particular, guidance should confirm that acceptance requires a robust approach to environmental
considerations. Applicants should demonstrate that EIA scoping has been undertaken; that necessary
ecological, hydrological, marine, and other surveys are complete or scheduled with a clear timetable
adequate for examination; that HRA screening and any likely significant effects have been
transparently addressed; and that realistic, measurable mitigation and compensation pathways are
identified where residual impacts remain. For marine NSIPs, which are regulated under the Marine
and Coastal Access Act (MACAA) and the Habitats Regulations, guidance should also set out how these
projects are expected to apply the mitigation hierarchy through their DCO and DML conditions,
ensuring that avoidance, mitigation, and compensation measures are appropriately embedded and
enforceable. Biodiversity net gain must apply to terrestrial NSIPs, and guidance should expect

applicants to explain how 20% net gain will be achieved and secured, with outline metrics, delivery
mechanisms, and alignment with Local Nature Recovery Strategies. Applications that defer key
environmental evidence, or propose to collect critical data after acceptance, should not be considered
ready, unless the missing information is demonstrably minor (with clear definition) and can be
provided without jeopardising examination timeframes.

Given the removal of the statutory pre-application consultation report, guidance should also require
applicants to produce clear, accessible engagement materials at submission e.g. a non-technical
engagement summary explaining who was engaged, what issues were raised, and how design has
changed in response. While the adequacy of consultation will no longer be tested at acceptance,
transparency about engagement is central to public trust. Guidance should be explicit that the
acceptance test does not judge merits or resolve disputes, but it does require that documents are
clear, comprehensive, and capable of examination, including traceable decisions on alternatives, the
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evidence and requisite information to inform the decision, site selection, and mitigation hierarchies.
The revised acceptance and milestone checks should explicitly include consideration of consultation
adequacy against recognised best-practice standards (Cabinet Office, Gunning, Aarhus). Where
consultation deficiencies are identified, applicants should be required to undertake remedial
engagement prior to acceptance, ensuring that the process remains robust, transparent, and
defensible.

On corrective actions, guidance should set and define tightly limited use. Requests should remedy
discrete documentary gaps that can be addressed within the specified period, not invite iterative
redesign or introduce new assessments that cannot be completed in time. It should set expectations
for what constitutes a “correctable” omission (e.g. missing appendices, unclear figures, minor
inconsistencies) versus “fundamental” deficiencies (e.g. incomplete baseline surveys for habitats or
species, absent flood risk modelling, or unresolved cumulative impact scoping). Clear examples will
help both applicants and the Planning Inspectorate avoid scope-creep and resource strain.

Regarding section 51 advice, guidance should set out how “having regard” will be evidenced and
weighed. Applicants should show, succinctly, how they responded to advice, where they diverged, and
why. The Planning Inspectorate should explain, in acceptance decisions, how section 51 advice and
the applicant’s response informed conclusions on readiness, without converting advice into a de facto
requirement. Publication of section 51 advice and applicant responses will be important to maintain
transparency and accountability.

Finally, to distinguish clearly between past and future requirements, guidance should provide a simple
matrix or narrative explanation of: (1) matters tested at acceptance (document completeness, clarity,
accessibility, environmental readiness, examination-ready baselines and timetables); (2) matters not
tested (merits, the adequacy or outcomes of engagement, the final acceptability of mitigation or
compensation); and (3) minimum content expectations for each core document under section 37. This
clarity will reduce uncertainty, prevent premature submissions, and ensure that “streamlining”
strengthens, rather than weakens, environmental standards and public confidence.

Question 23: How can applicants outline how they have had regard to section 51 advice from the
Planning Inspectorate when they submit applications, and what should be encouraged through
guidance?

Please provide your views.

Applicants should submit a clear and publicly available account at the point of application that explains
how they have had regard to section 51 advice from the Planning Inspectorate, with particular
emphasis on environmental considerations. This Advice Response Summary should be written in plain
English and map advice items directly to actions taken or to reasoned explanations for divergence, so
that reviewers, statutory consultees and local communities can readily trace how advice influenced
the development of the project. Where advice prompted changes to the scope or methods of

29



PR FNL

Wildlife and I N I<
Countryside

environmental assessment, applicants must explain what was revised, such as EIA scoping, survey
strategies, baseline characterisation, or assessment boundaries, and explicitly identify any new or
updated ecological, hydrological, air quality, noise or landscape evidence commissioned in response.
The summary should make it clear where outstanding environmental evidence remains, provide
realistic timetables for completing that work within examination timeframes, and set out how residual
impacts will be mitigated, compensated or, where appropriate, delivered as environmental
enhancements aligned with biodiversity net gain and Local Nature Recovery Strategies.

The Advice Response Summary should include a cross-referenced log linking each element of section
51 advice to the precise parts of the application documents that address it, using chapter, figure and
appendix references rather than reproducing technical material. This approach allows the Examining
Authority and statutory environmental bodies to verify that advice has been considered without
wading through unnecessary duplication. Applicants should also summarise how advice influenced
project design decisions that affect the environment, for example siting, avoidance measures, timing
of works to protect species, proposed green infrastructure and commitments to habitat creation,
maintenance and enhancement. Where applicants have not followed advice, they must provide a
short, evidence-based justification that demonstrates the decision remains consistent with statutory
duties on habitat protection, wildlife, water quality and climate resilience, and that refusing the advice
will not defer essential environmental evidence into a period when it cannot be properly tested.

Guidance should require applicants to describe early engagement undertaken with key statutory
environmental bodies and to summarise the outcomes of those interactions. The summary should
state which bodies were consulted, the principal environmental issues discussed, any areas of
agreement or continuing concern, and the tangible steps agreed or planned to address open issues
within the timescales for examination. Where section 51 advice triggered targeted engagement that
materially improved environmental evidence or design, applicants should make this explicit; where
agencies remain unconvinced, applicants should set out realistic, time-bound plans to resolve disputes
or fill evidence gaps so that the examination can assess the matter without disproportionate delay.

To secure consistency, public scrutiny and proportionality, the Advice Response Summary should
adopt a standardised, proportionate format set out in guidance: a brief narrative overview, a tabular
mapping of advice to actions and document references, an environmental readiness statement
confirming which surveys and assessments are complete or scheduled, and a short justification for any
departures from advice. The format must be flexible enough to be succinct for less complex proposals
while requiring greater detail for NSIPs with significant or uncertain environmental effects, but in all
cases should include a non-technical environmental summary and clear visual aids such as maps
showing sensitive receptors, protected sites and proposed mitigation areas. Publication of this
document alongside the application will improve transparency, enable statutory bodies and
communities to judge the applicant’s environmental responsiveness, and reduce the likelihood that
fundamental environmental evidence is deferred into examination when it cannot be robustly tested.
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Finally, guidance must make plain what “having regard” to section 51 advice means in practice for
environmental matters: demonstrable, proportionate action to improve the evidence base and
design; clear, traceable responses to advice; commitments to secure mitigation, compensation or
enhancement where residual impacts would otherwise remain; and credible plans to close material
evidence gaps within statutory timeframes. Mere acknowledgement of advice without substantive
change should not meet the standard. Requiring a published, cross-referenced Advice Response
Summary would foster accountability, strengthen early resolution of environmental issues, and
support examinations that are both efficient and capable of protecting and enhancing the natural
environment.

Question 24: What further steps should government consider to strengthen the role of the Initial
Assessment of Principal Issues (IAPI), so that it supports early clarity for all stakeholders, procedural
fairness, and a more focused and effective examination?

Please provide your views.

Link welcomes measures to strengthen the Initial Assessment of Principal Issues (IAPl) because a
focused, transparent IAPI is one of the most effective levers for ensuring examinations concentrate
on the environmental and planning matters that truly matter. To deliver early clarity for statutory
bodies, local authorities, stakeholders and communities, the IAPI must be issue driven and clearly
linked to the evidence base and the statutory decision test. It should identify principal issues that are
critical to the planning decision and to achieving statutory environmental objectives, matters such as
likely significant effects on protected sites and species, securing mitigation, habitat compensation and
biodiversity net gain delivery water quality and flood risk, coastal and marine impacts, landscape and
heritage constraints, and greenhouse gas and climate resilience implications, so it will be clear from
outset what evidence is required.

The IAPI should be produced in a standardised, proportionate format set out in guidance so that its
purpose and scope are consistent across cases. That format should require the Examining Authority
to state succinctly why each issue is included, the precise geographic or receptor focus of the issue,
the key uncertainties or evidence gaps to be addressed, and the types of parties and technical
evidence expected to engage on the issue. Requiring a short explanation of the likely tests or legal
thresholds to be applied for each principal issue—for example HRA screening and likely significant
effects, the adequacy of biodiversity net gain proposals, or flood risk assessment completeness —will
help parties prepare targeted evidence and avoid unnecessary duplication during examination.

Transparency is essential. The IAPI should be published promptly, made available on the project and
Planning Inspectorate websites, and sent to the relevant Secretary of State, statutory environmental
bodies and host local authorities. Requiring the Examining Authority to submit the IAPI to the
Secretary of State and to demonstrate, in its timetabling and procedural decisions, how it has been
informed by the IAPI will reinforce procedural fairness and accountability. Where procedural
timetables deviate from what would be necessary to examine a principal issue (for example shortened
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deadlines for complex HRA or cumulative impact evidence), the Examining Authority should record its
reasons and how it has ensured adequate time and scope for robust evidence to be presented.

To focus parties on resolving environmental issues as far as possible during examination, guidance
should encourage early and proportionate evidence exchange guided by the IAPI, including focused
agendas for compulsory preliminary meetings, and the use of issues specific statements of common
ground and examination deadlines targeted at principal environmental matters. The IAPI should
identify opportunities for off timetable work, such as focused technical meetings between applicants
and statutory environmental bodies, or for the use of evidence plans where they can demonstrably
prevent late-stage disputes. Where evidence gaps are identified in the IAPI that cannot reasonably be
filled within examination timeframes, the IAPI should require the applicant to set out a credible,
timebound plan for completing the work and how any interim uncertainties will be addressed in
decision making, including potential protective conditions or obligations.

IAPI must not be a checklist. Guidance should require Examining Authorities to avoid long lists of
routine matters and instead prioritise matters that have material bearing on the decision and on
statutory environmental duties. Training and quality assurance for Examining Authority teams on
identifying principal environmental issues, including cumulative and in combination impacts (in both
the terrestrial and marine environments) and interactions across topics, will improve consistency.
Requiring the Examining Authority to show in its recommendation how the principal issues were
considered and weighed in the examination help strengthen public confidence, and ensure that the
IAPI drives examinations that are both more efficient and more protective of the natural environment.

Question 25: Do you agree that existing guidance provides enough information to aid local
authorities in preparing meaningful local impact reports and should therefore be retained? If further
information would be beneficial to be included within this guidance what should it say?
Yes/No/Don’t know. Please provide your views.

No. Existing guidance does not go far enough to support local authorities in preparing meaningful
Local Impact Reports and it must be strengthened, particularly in relation to environmental
considerations, so that LIRs reliably inform examinations and decision making. LIRs are a vital statutory
vehicle for bringing local environmental knowledge, priorities and evidence into the NSIP process, yet
current guidance is patchy on how local authorities should assess, present and prioritise
environmental impacts, how they should engage with statutory environmental bodies, and how they
should use local nature recovery planning and biodiversity net gain frameworks to shape
proportionate mitigation and enhancement proposals. To remedy this, new guidance should set
clearer expectations about the environmental content, quality and purpose of LIRs while being
proportionate to local capacity.
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Guidance should require LIRs to provide a focussed, evidence led assessment of likely environmental
effects on the authority’s area, highlighting the specific receptors and statutory duties at stake,
including designated site interests, protected and priority species, priority habitats, Local Nature
Recovery Strategy (LNRS) opportunities, water quality and flood risk, landscape and seascape
character and climate resilience. It should encourage LIRs to quantify impacts where possible, to
identify critical evidence gaps, and to signal where the applicant’s environmental baseline or
assessment scope appears insufficient to enable proper scrutiny. The guidance should make explicit
that LIRs are not a substitute for full technical assessments but should draw on authoritative sources,
such as local ecological data, LNRS maps, green infrastructure strategies, local biodiversity strategies,
water management plans and relevant statutory consultee comments, to give the Examining Authority
a precise, local perspective on environmental risk and opportunities.

To strengthen environmental ambition, guidance should ask local authorities to: describe how the
project intersects with local nature recovery objectives and biodiversity net gain expectations, identify
opportunities for measurable environmental enhancement and habitat creation within and beyond
the order limits, and recommend mechanisms for securing delivery, long-term management and
monitoring. Where potential adverse effects on protected sites or species are identified, LIRs should
summarise the authority’s view on HRA screening and likely significant effects and highlight any
circumstances where the authority considers additional avoidance, mitigation or compensation
measures will be necessary. Guidance should also encourage local authorities to use LIRs to highlight
cumulative and in-combination impacts with other developments and to draw attention to
interactions between topics (for example land-use change, hydrology and biodiversity) that require
integrated assessment.

The guidance must recognise varied local capacity and promote proportionate approaches. It should
provide clear, practical templates and examples for LIRs that scale with project complexity, including
an environmental checklist, an evidence gap template, and an example of a succinct environmental
assessment narrative that local authorities can adapt. It should set out good practice on collaboration,
recommending joint LIRs where neighbouring authorities share impacts, and advising on timely
engagement with statutory environmental bodies so that LIRs reflect both local intelligence and the
technical views of Natural England, the Environment Agency and the Marine Management
Organisation. Guidance should also advise councils on using available data sources and on when
targeted commissioning of local technical advice is justified, and it should signpost funding and
support mechanisms to build local capacity where needed.

Finally, to ensure LIRs influence examinations effectively, guidance should require LIRs to be submitted
as early as practicable, to be clearly structured and cross-referenced to the applicant’s documents,
and to include explicit statements of local environmental priorities and proposed safeguarding
measures. This should be paired with an expectation that the Examining Authority will treat LIRs as a
material part of the evidence base and will make clear in timetabling and procedural decisions where
principal environmental issues raised in LIRs require focused scrutiny. Strengthened guidance of this
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kind will raise the environmental ambition of LIRs, embed local nature recovery and biodiversity
outcomes in NSIP decision-making, and improve the robustness and legitimacy of examinations.

Question 26: Is existing guidance clear on the difference between a relevant representation, written
representation and local impact report? What further information on the differences between a
local impact report and relevant representation would be beneficial to assist local authorities?
Yes/No/Don’t know. Please provide your views.

Don’t Know

Question 27: How can guidance seek to reduce existing barriers that public authorities face in
engaging with the process?
Please provide your views.

Public authorities face real practical barriers to engaging effectively in NSIP pre-examination and
examination processes, particularly on environmental matters, and guidance should address those
barriers directly and pragmatically. Many local authorities and statutory environmental bodies are
stretched for staff and specialist expertise, face competing priorities, and lack timely access to
consistent, up-to-date, and robust environmental baseline data. Practical steps that guidance should
require and promote include: clearer expectations about the environmental scope of representations
so that public bodies can prioritise input where it matters most; proportionate templates and
short-form checklists to reduce preparation time for Local Impact Reports and relevant
representations while ensuring they capture critical environmental receptors and statutory duties;
and explicit encouragement for the use of joint or lead authority working where multiple authorities
share impacts, to avoid duplicated work and present unified environmental evidence to the Examining
Authority.

Guidance must also tackle evidence and data barriers. This should include support for Local
Environmental Record Centres. A nationally consistent, accessible environmental data resource, a
national dataset or observatory as proposed by Link8, would also transform the efficiency and quality
of public body participation. Such an observatory should compile and maintain up-to-date baseline
datasets (designated sites, priority habitats, species records, LNRS opportunity maps, water quality
and flood risk data, landscape character areas and carbon/climate resilience indicators) and make
standardised, machine-readable layers and summaries available to applicants, local authorities and
statutory consultees. Existing government-held data and resources, including Defra’s Magic Map,
could provide a solid foundation for this data platform to grow. It would also signpost to other useful
data sources, such as the species data platform run by the National Biodiversity Network Trust (NBN
Atlas), data from Local Environmental Record Centres, marine data sets and information collected by

8 https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/planning ahead on land and sea.pdf
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Local Nature Partnerships and Local Nature Recovery Strategies. This would mean that environmental
data is findable, accessible, interoperable and reusable (as per the FAIR principles), speeding up local
assessments and enabling earlier identification of environmental impacts including cumulative and in-
combination risks. Guidance should commit to the development and use of this resource, and require
applicants to signpost and use it so public bodies can focus their scarce resources on technical
assessment and judgement rather than data assembly.

To improve timeliness and technical engagement on environmental issues, guidance should set out
expectations for early, targeted technical exchanges driven by the IAPI and section 51 advice, including
issue-specific meetings between applicants and statutory environmental bodies before and during
examination. These must be formalised in the timetable where necessary and resourced by
proponents: guidance should state that applicants should fund reasonable, focussed work requested
by statutory bodies to close critical evidence gaps, and that the Planning Inspectorate should enable
short, evidence-led workshops where complex ecological, hydrological or HRA questions are central
to the decision. Guidance should also promote the wider use of concise Statements of Common
Ground on discrete environmental topics so that the Examining Authority receives a clear map of
agreed facts, residual disagreement and the evidence needed to resolve it at examination.

Capacity constraints require guidance to be realistic and supportive. Where local authorities or
statutory bodies anticipate resourcing difficulties, guidance should require early notification to the
Examining Authority and enable phased or prioritised input on principal environmental issues, with an
explicit mechanism for the Examining Authority to allocate extra time or to commission independent
technical advice where local capacity is insufficient and issues are critical. Guidance should signpost
funding streams, technical support programmes, and national centres of expertise that authorities can
access, and encourage joint commissioning across affected authorities to reduce costs and improve
consistency.

Accessibility and clarity of requests from Examining Authorities will also reduce barriers. Guidance
should standardise and simplify the form and timing of information requests, avoid late changes to
scope that force rushed environmental submissions, and require that requests for evidence be
narrowly targeted and proportionate to the principal issues set out in the IAPI. Where hearings are
used to probe environmental evidence, guidance should make clear what level of technical
preparation is expected, allow for written pre-submission of key evidence, and require the Examining
Authority to coordinate with statutory bodies to ensure the right experts can attend.

Lastly, guidance should require transparency about how environmental representations have been
considered: public authorities’ environmental concerns raised at relevant representation stage and in
LIRs should be explicitly referenced in the IAPI and in timetabling decisions, and the Examining
Authority should record how it addressed principal environmental issues in its procedural decisions
and in its recommendation. Taken together, proportionate templates, support for Local
Environmental Records Centres, a national environmental data observatory, funded targeted
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technical exchanges, clear prioritisation of principal issues, support for capacity-constrained bodies,
and tighter publication and procedural standards, could materially reduce barriers to public authority
engagement on environmental matters and improve the quality, speed and legitimacy of NSIP
examinations.

Question 28: What should guidance say to ensure public authorities engage appropriately with
examinations? We would welcome views on how guidance can outline the circumstances in which
public authorities are relevant to the application.

Guidance should make plain that public authorities have a statutory and practical duty to engage
where the application affects matters within their remit, and that this engagement must be timely,
proportionate and evidence-led, particularly for environmental issues. It should set out that
authorities are “relevant” whenever a proposal could materially affect their statutory interests or local
environmental responsibilities, including designated sites (International, national and local) and
protected species, water quality and flood risk, air quality, landscape and heritage assets and Local
Nature Recovery Strategy areas, coastal and marine environments, and climate resilience. Guidance
should require public authorities to identify early which of these interests are likely to be relevant,
and to explain them succinctly in relevant representations so the Examining Authority can treat them
as principal issues for examination.

To be effective, guidance should require public authorities prioritise input on principal environmental
matters identified in the IAPI and to provide clear, succinct evidence rather than duplicative general
objections. It should recommend a short, standardised structure for relevant representations and LIRs
that foregrounds environmental risks and opportunities, sets out factual baseline evidence, quantifies
local impacts where possible, flags critical evidence gaps, and proposes proportionate mitigation,
management and monitoring measures or safeguards. Guidance should encourage joint or lead
authority submissions where impacts cross administrative boundaries to reduce duplication and
present coherent, place-based environmental evidence.

Guidance must also emphasise responsiveness. Public authorities should treat examination timetables
and hearing invitations as a priority, notify the Examining Authority promptly of resourcing
constraints, and where necessary propose realistic phased input focused on the most significant
environmental issues. It should encourage early technical engagement with applicants and statutory
environmental bodies, including targeted workshops, short statements of common ground on discrete
scientific topics, and use of issue-specific hearings when complex environmental science or HRA
guestions are central to the decision.

Finally, guidance should make clear that high-quality environmental engagement is pragmatic and
proportionate: concise, well-referenced submissions that use shared, authoritative up to date data
(including a potential national environmental data set/observatory that sign posts Local
Environmental Records Centres) and marine data sets, signpost technical sources, and focus on
outcomes and secured measures will be most influential. Setting these expectations will improve
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examination efficiency, protect environmental standards, and ensure public authorities’ input
materially shapes robust decisions.

Question 29: Do you consider that regulations for compulsory acquisition as part of DCOs should,
where possible, limit the duplication of procedures where land acquisition changes are required and
to provide the Examining Authority with greater discretion to set reasonable timeframes to reflect
the specific circumstances of each DCO and its associated land acquisition issue?

Yes/ No/ Don’t know. Please provide your views.

Yes. Regulations should, where possible, minimise procedural duplication for compulsory acquisition
linked to DCOs and afford the Examining Authority discretion to set proportionate timeframes tailored
to each scheme’s circumstances, while safeguarding environmental protections. Reducing repetitive
processes will speed delivery and reduce costs, but must not permit the deferral of critical
environmental evidence or the weakening of habitat protection, HRA, or biodiversity net gain
requirements. Timeframes should be flexible enough to allow completion of essential ecological,
hydrological and archaeological surveys, delivery of robust compensation or enhancement plans, and
proper engagement with statutory environmental bodies and affected landowners.

Guidance should require that any discretion exercised by the Examining Authority is transparent and
justified in writing, that extensions are only permitted where they secure necessary environmental
information or agreement on mitigation, and that mechanisms are in place to ensure delivery and
long-term management of habitat replacement or compensation (including appropriate legal and
funding safeguards).

Question 30: Are there any further changes that could be made to the infrastructure planning CA
Regulations and supporting guidance to contribute to the streamlining of the DCO examination
process by reducing repetition or timescales where changes to land acquisition are required post
submission?

Yes/ No/ Don’t know. Please provide your views.

Yes. Further targeted changes to the infrastructure planning compulsory acquisition (CA) Regulations
and supporting guidance could materially reduce repetition and shorten timescales where land
acquisition changes are needed after submission, provided environmental protections are preserved
and strengthened. Regulations should enable a streamlined, proportionate process for
post-submission land change by requiring a single, consolidated statement of proposed land changes
that replaces repeated separate notifications, supported by a standardised template that
cross-references environmental assessments, mitigation commitments and any required updates to
habitat management or biodiversity net gain delivery plans. This would reduce clerical duplication and
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make it easier for Examining Authorities and statutory environmental bodies to see the full
environmental implications of changes in one place.

Guidance should enable and encourage integrated treatment of CA changes with environmental
safeguards by: 1 - requiring applicants to submit an environmental impact addendum for each
proposed land change that focuses only on new or materially different impacts and on how existing
avoidance, mitigation, compensation and BNG commitments will be adjusted and secured; 2 -
promoting the use of model protective provisions and standard clauses for securing habitat
management, long-term funding and monitoring obligations so consents and CA changes do not
repeatedly reopen negotiation on basic environmental safeguards; and 3 - allowing Examining
Authorities discretion to agree proportionate, time-limited corrective information requests where
limited additional survey or mitigation design is genuinely necessary, rather than restarting full
procedural cycles.

To avoid duplication across local authority boundaries, regulations and guidance should encourage
joint consideration and single-point submissions where land changes affect multiple authorities, and
should permit consolidated statutory consultee responses coordinated through agreed timetables.
Where changes affect HRA, SSSI interests or other protected environmental assets, guidance must
require rapid, focused HRA screening and, if necessary, targeted appropriate assessment work to be
prioritised, with clear expectations on who bears the cost and how timescales will be managed without
compromising thoroughness. Finally, guidance should require transparent recording of decisions on
CA changes, explicitly linking them to environmental safeguards and to any updates to BNG delivery
mechanisms, so that streamlining does not come at the expense of environmental outcomes but
instead embeds robust, enforceable measures that expedite decisions while securing nature.

Question 31: In addition to the changes highlighted in Chapter 3 of this consultation, what further
changes to pre-examination and examination guidance would support efficient and effective
examination of applications for development consent?

Please provide your views.

Guidance should make examinations focus on a set of key, principle environmental issues so time and
resources are used where they matter most, such as protected sites (international, national and local)
and species, HRA thresholds, biodiversity net gain delivery, water quality and flood risk,
landscape/seascape and climate resilience. It should require a IAPI that defines the evidence needed,
the parties responsible and realistic timetables that protect time for essential ecological and
hydrological surveys. Standardised, proportionate outputs, i.e. short non-technical environmental
summaries, targeted Environmental Addenda, topic Statements of Common Ground and concise
Advice Response Summaries, would help reduce duplication and speed scrutiny.

Applicants should be required to use accurate, up to date, national and local datasets. Central resource
should be provided to support national and local data collection, management and maintenance and
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applicants should fund limited, targeted work requested by statutory consultees to resolve principal
issues within the timetable. Guidance should also promote early, issue-specific technical workshops
and permit joint LIRs or independent advice where local capacity is limited. Finally, it must prevent
deferral of essential environmental evidence, define “examination-ready” environmental material,
limit corrective requests to discrete gaps with enforceable timetables and ensure the delivery of
ambitious BNG for NSIPS, and require the Examining Authority to record how principal environmental
issues were handled in procedural decisions and recommendations.

Question 32: Are there further changes to secondary legislation — for example, the Infrastructure
Planning (Examination Procedure Rules) 2010 — which you believe government should consider to
support effective and efficient examinations?

Please provide your views.

N/A

Question 33: Is government correct in seeking to reframe the pre-application services provided by
the Planning Inspectorate in this way? Are these the right objectives? Are there any additional
changes to these services in light of the removal of statutory pre-application consultation that
guidance should seek to clarify? We would particularly welcome reflections from developers on
what factors they take into account in determining which service is most appropriate for their
project.

Please provide your views.

Link recognises the need for improvements to the NSIP pre-application process to make it more
efficient and consistent. However, we have serious concerns that the Government’s proposed
reframing of the Planning Inspectorate’s (PINS) pre-application services risks weakening
environmental oversight and early scrutiny at precisely the point in the process when environmental
issues can most effectively be identified and resolved. The pre-application stage is the foundation of
environmental assessment and design. If the emphasis shifts too far towards speed, flexibility, or
tailoring services around government priorities, it could undermine the core purpose of pre-
application engagement: ensuring that projects are environmentally robust, legally compliant, and
deliver genuine public and ecological benefit.

The proposed three-tiered service model may allow greater flexibility, but it also risks creating
inconsistency and variable environmental standards across projects. “Enhanced” support may be
concentrated on politically prioritised or “fast-track” schemes, while other projects receive minimal
oversight even where they pose significant environmental risks. This two-tier approach could lead to
weaker environmental scrutiny, inconsistent quality of Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs), and
a greater risk of environmental harm or legal challenge later in the process. Environmental rigour
should be a baseline expectation for all NSIPs, not a feature of the service level an applicant can select.

39



PR FNL

Wildlife and I N I<
Countryside

We are particularly concerned that the removal of statutory pre-application consultation
requirements and the shift towards a more discretionary, applicant-led system may erode
transparency and accountability in how environmental issues are handled. Without statutory
consultation, there is a risk that engagement with key environmental bodies—such as Natural
England, the Environment Agency, and the Marine Management Organisation —will become patchy
or occur too late to influence design. Government guidance must therefore require PINS to verify that
applicants have meaningfully engaged with statutory consultees and local authorities, and that
sufficient environmental information has been gathered to inform mitigation and biodiversity
enhancement. It must also ensure that the absence of formal consultation does not reduce
opportunities for communities and environmental stakeholders to input early evidence or local
ecological data, which often help strengthen project design.

We are also concerned about the shift towards PINS providing “assertive advice” within a system
increasingly framed by government infrastructure priorities. While early guidance to applicants can be
helpful, it is crucial that PINS retains its impartiality and environmental independence. The role of PINS
should not become one of helping projects “get through” the process faster, but rather ensuring that
only well-evidenced, environmentally compliant applications proceed to examination. Guidance
should reaffirm that PINS’ duty to advise applicants includes safeguarding environmental standards
and ensuring adequate environmental assessment, not aligning projects with individual government
missions.

Furthermore, by removing statutory requirements for preliminary environmental information and
relying instead on iterative, informal exchanges, the proposals risk fragmenting environmental
assessment. In practice, without clear expectations on what environmental data must be provided
and when, key information could be omitted, delaying examination or resulting in inadequate
consideration of environmental impacts. Link has consistently emphasised the value of early,
structured environmental scoping through mechanisms such as Evidence Plans, to secure agreement
on survey methods, data needs, and mitigation strategies. Guidance should make this process a clear
expectation within PINS’ pre-application services.

Finally, we are concerned that the drive to “support high-priority projects” could divert limited
expertise and capacity within PINS and statutory agencies away from other significant projects.
Environmental capacity is already stretched, and prioritising certain projects could exacerbate existing
gaps in environmental advice and oversight. The Government must ensure that all projects receive
adequate environmental scrutiny and that PINS and statutory consultees are properly resourced to
deliver this.

Question 34: What alternative models could government consider for pre-application support in
order to enable better collective oversight and co-ordination of input across statutory bodies?
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The Government’s proposals risk over-centralising control around “priority projects” at the expense
of robust environmental scrutiny. True efficiency is achieved when environmental issues are
identified, understood, and resolved early, not when they are sidelined or rushed to meet delivery
targets.

From an environmental perspective, the most effective model would be one that formalises
structured collaboration between applicants and statutory bodies through mechanisms such as joint
evidence plans, shared environmental baselines, and cross-agency coordination groups. Rather than
creating a new centralised decision-making layer, the Government should invest in resourcing
statutory consultees, particularly Natural England, the Environment Agency, Historic England, and the
Marine Management Organisation (and thorough national and local data sets) so that they can provide
consistent and timely advice at the outset of project development. A well-resourced, coordinated
approach would help ensure that environmental assessment is rigorous, cumulative impacts are
properly considered, avoidance and mitigation are designed into projects rather than added later.

Guidance should encourage the use of an “Environmental Coordination Hub” within the existing
system, convened by the Planning Inspectorate or Defra, to bring together relevant statutory bodies
for each project. This hub could provide collective advice on environmental scoping, evidence
standards, and mitigation requirements, ensuring that applicants receive consistent feedback rather
than fragmented or conflicting advice. Such a model would improve efficiency without weakening
environmental oversight.

Any new arrangements must also preserve the independence of statutory bodies and the impartial
role of the Planning Inspectorate. It would be wholly inappropriate for a central authority or
government department to “direct” environmental regulators to align their advice with policy
priorities. Statutory bodies must remain able to give objective, evidence-based input grounded in
environmental law. Oversight and coordination should enhance environmental clarity, not constrain
it.

Question 35: What steps could government take to make the enhanced service more attractive to
applicants of complex and high priority projects?
Please provide your views.

The enhanced pre-application service should deliver clear, tangible environmental value that reduces
consenting risk, speeds robust decision-making and explicitly supports delivery of national legal
environmental targets such as net zero and the Environment Act targets. The Planning Inspectorate
must guarantee coordinated, early engagement with statutory environmental bodies on EIA scoping,
HRA screening, biodiversity net gain, flood and water issues, Local Nature Recovery Strategy alignment
and climate resilience, and must record time-bound, actionable advice that applicants can rely on. The
service should publish standard deliverables i.e. a section 51-style advice log, facilitation of focused
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technical workshops, and a clear plan for closing evidence gaps, with transparent, proportionate costs
and conditions so uptake is predictable.

Fast-track eligibility should be clearly tied to demonstrable environmental preparation and
consideration. Projects that use the enhanced service and commit to time-bound plans to resolve key
environmental matters should be eligible for accelerated handling, subject to meeting legal protection
tests including HRA and BNG requirements. Where statutory consultees identify critical technical
work, the enhanced service should enable applicants to fund or schedule that work within the
pre-application phase so issues are resolved early rather than deferred to examination. Embedding
these features upfront, could make the enhanced offer a genuine investment in de-risking projects
while ensuring infrastructure development supports, rather than undermines, our legal
environmental commitments.

Question 36: Should guidance be more directive in setting out that, where applicants are advised
that a project has been assessed by the Planning Inspectorate as being in need of a higher level of
service (for reasons including project complexity and local circumstances), applicants are expected
to adopt that level of service?

Yes/No/Don’t Know. Please provide your views.

Yes. Guidance should be more directive in requiring applicants to adopt a higher tier of pre-application
service where the Planning Inspectorate, in consultation with statutory bodies, has assessed a project
as complex or likely to raise significant environmental issues. Environmental risks and opportunities
are often the determinative factors in NSIP outcomes, so ensuring enhanced early engagement will
improve evidence quality, reduce late redesign, and help secure compliance with statutory duties and
national targets such as net zero and obligations under the Environment Act.

Question 37: Should guidance also specify that recommendations made by the Planning
Inspectorate on the allocation of their pre-application services ought to be informed by
considerations about whether the project or project type has been identified by government as a
priority? If so, would this have any unintended consequences? Would it be important for
government to be clear and transparent on what its priority projects are?

Yes/No/Don’t Know. Please provide your views.

Yes.

We are concerned that the drive to “support high-priority projects” could divert limited expertise and
capacity within PINS and statutory agencies away from other significant projects. Environmental
capacity is already stretched, and prioritising certain projects could exacerbate existing gaps in
environmental advice and oversight. The Government must ensure that all projects receive adequate
environmental scrutiny and that PINS and statutory consultees are properly resourced to deliver this.
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Guidance should state that the Planning Inspectorate’s recommendations on pre-application service
levels should take account of government-identified priority projects, provided this is explicitly tied to
environmental risk and the need to support statutory environmental outcomes. Prioritising projects
that are nationally important could be justified where early, intensive Inspectorate support will reduce
the risk of late-stage failure to meet legal duties (for example HRA, Water Framework Directive
obligations, the Environment Act, and net-zero commitments), support large-scale strategic
enhancement opportunities, and where coordinated pre-application engagement with statutory
bodies can materially improve environmental evidence, mitigation design and delivery mechanisms.

To avoid perverse effects, the guidance should be transparent about what constitutes a “priority”, the
environmental impact and mitigation criteria used — with robust mitigation provisions, protections
and safeguards, and must avoid against channelling enhanced resource only to politically favoured
projects, irrespective of environmental complexity. Clear published criteria and a public list of priority
project types or schemes could help prevent uncertainty and ensure fair access to the enhanced
service. Guidance should explicitly require that prioritisation does not shortcut environmental
scrutiny. Any fast-track or prioritised route must retain robust checks that statutory environmental
obligations and long-term monitoring, funding and habitat management measures are secured.

Question 38: Are there any changes that could be made to pre-application service offerings by public
bodies?

Please provide your views.

Statutory bodies should broaden and deepen their pre-application offerings to provide more practical,
timely support to directly enable compliance with national targets such as net zero and the
Environment Act. This means standardising and publishing clear scope, costs and expected turnaround
times for environmental advice (EIA scoping, HRA screening, flood and water risk, biodiversity net gain,
landscape, marine impacts and climate resilience), offering bundled, time-boxed packages for
complex projects, and routinely facilitating coordinated multi-agency scoping meetings led or
convened by the Planning Inspectorate. Statutory bodies should provide concise, actionable outputs,
agreed evidence plans, survey programmes, draft protective conditions or licence heads, and short
technical notes that pinpoint residual risks and monitoring needs, so applicants can front-load
mitigation, compensation and habitat management proposals and avoid deferral of essential work
into examination or post-consent.

Pre-application services should explicitly promote use of Local Environmental Records Centres and
shared baseline data (this could be facilitated by a, national environmental data observatory which
signposts to Local Environmental Records Centres) and encourage applicants to commit to
demonstrable, time-bound plans for delivering biodiversity net gain, habitat compensation and
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climate resilience measures, helping align pre-application engagement with statutory obligations and
national environmental targets.

Question 39: Should the ability to cost recover be extended to additional or all statutory bodies that
are prescribed in the Planning Act 2008 and Schedule 1 to the 2009 Regulations (as amended?)
Yes/No/Don’t Know. Please provide your views.

Yes. Extending cost-recovery powers more widely to statutory bodies can help address acute capacity
constraints and improve the timeliness and quality of pre-application advice, provided it is
implemented with strong safeguards to protect fairness and environmental outcomes. Many statutory
bodies are already overstretched, and predictable fee income tied to service standards would allow
them to recruit and retain specialist staff, plan resources for NSIP caseloads, and deliver the focused,
timely technical input.

Any expansion of cost recovery must be accompanied by clear requirements, such as published,
proportionate fees; guaranteed service standards and turnaround times; transparency about what
paid advice will and will not cover; and a right for applicants to expect coordinated multi-agency
responses where issues overlap. Government should also couple cost recovery with strengthened
performance monitoring and KPls, ring-fenced reinvestment of recovered funds into front-line
environmental expertise, and support for joint commissioning of technical work where several
authorities share an issue.

Question 40: How should government develop key performance indicators for public bodies
providing cost recoverable services for NSIP applications, and if so, what should those key
performance indicators contain?

Yes/No/Don’t Know. Please provide your views.

Yes. KPIs should be developed to ensure cost-recovered services deliver timely, high-quality
environmental advice that supports statutory compliance and national targets such as net zero, the
Environment Act and biodiversity net gain. KPIs must be outcome-focused, measurable, and
transparent, with advice that identifies specific, actionable mitigation, compensation and monitoring
requirements and benchmarks for engagement.

KPIs should require routine publication of performance data and case studies so applicants and
stakeholders can judge value for money, and should link funding recovered to demonstrable
reinvestment in front-line environmental expertise. Delivery metrics must be coupled with quality
assurance, with periodic independent audits of technical advice, user satisfaction surveys of applicants
and local authorities, and an escalation mechanism where statutory bodies consistently miss
standards. Finally, KPIs should explicitly include contribution to national targets by tracking the

44



PR FNL

Wildlife and I N I<
Countryside

proportion of NSIP cases that secure enforceable biodiversity net gain measures, demonstrable
alignment with Local Nature Recovery Strategies, and documented consideration of climate resilience
and net-zero emissions pathways, ensuring that faster consent does not come at the expense of legal
environmental obligations.

Question 41: In what ways can government support local authorities as they implement cost
recoverable services?
Please provide your views.

N/A

Question 42: How else can government support local authorities in their role engaging with NSIP
applications, as they adapt their role to take account of reforms through the Planning and
Infrastructure Bill?

Please provide your views.

Local authorities will need practical support and resources to engage effectively with NSIP applications
as the Planning and Infrastructure Bill reforms take effect. The Government should prioritise measures
that build capacity and skills, reduce duplication, and give councils the data and tools to focus on the
planning and environmental issues that matter. This should include a stable, ring-fenced capacity fund
or grant scheme for authorities facing NSIP workloads so they can recruit or commission ecological,
hydrological and planning specialists, or buy into shared technical support across grouped authorities,
rather than being forced to rely on costly external consultants. Short-term funding must be paired
with longer-term investment in in-house skills through funded training programmes, secondments to
statutory bodies and the Planning Inspectorate, and clear career pathways for environmental
technical staff.

Government should publish concise, practical guidance and standardised templates that reduce
repetitive drafting and help councils produce timely, high-quality relevant representations and Local
Impact Reports. These templates should include an environmental checklist, an evidence-gap pro
forma, worked examples of proportionate LIRs for differing NSIP complexity, and model wording for
protective requirements, habitat management and long-term monitoring obligations that local
authorities can adapt. Encouraging and enabling joint LIRs or lead-authority approaches where
impacts cross boundaries will lower costs and present coherent, place-based environmental evidence
to Examining Authorities.

Local authorities must have fast access to robust baseline data and common mapping tools. The
Government should support Local Environmental Records Centres and accelerate creation and rollout
of a national environmental data observatory and ensure councils can use and contribute to it. LPAs
need resourcing so they can both bring in local ecological expertise and support local mechanisms for
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maintaining up to date accurate data, that feeds into national data sets. This will prevent repetitive
data assembly, speed local assessments, and make it easier for smaller authorities to engage on HRA,
biodiversity net gain, flood risk and LNRS alignment without commissioning new surveys for every
case.

Finally, there should be an explicit expectation and support to ensure that pre-application
engagement aligns NSIP proposals with national legal targets, delivering biodiversity net gain, LNRS
priorities, Water Framework and Environment Act duties and net-zero commitments

Question 43: Do you agree that there remains merit for applicants in a fast-track process, based on
shortened examinations delivered through primary legislation and with the process set out in
guidance, that is designed to deliver a faster process for certain projects? If yes, give reasons why it
is not being used currently; if not, please give reasons.

Yes/ No/ Don’t know. Please provide your views.

No. A fast-track process risks materially undermining environmental assessment quality and the
delivery of statutory environmental outcomes. Shortened examinations increase the likelihood that
essential surveys, assessments, and proper biodiversity net gain design are rushed, deferred or
inadequately scrutinised, producing poor-quality decisions and greater long-term risk to protected
sites, species and ecosystem recovery.

Current environmental data gaps and capacity constraints make fast tracking particularly risky. Many
local authorities and statutory consultees lack the time or specialist staff to provide timely,
evidence-based input in compressed timetables. Where baseline evidence is incomplete, expedited
processes encourage reliance on untested assumptions and post-consent remedies instead of
site-specific avoidance and mitigation, shifting burdens onto future monitoring and enforcement that
are often under-resourced and ineffective.

Fast tracking would also weaken public confidence and reduce the opportunity for genuine,
place-based scrutiny of environmental trade-offs. NSIP decisions frequently involve complex,
contested ecological judgments, compressing examination risks marginalising affected communities
and statutory bodies and increases legal challenge risk, which can delay delivery and increase costs
overall.

If a faster route is retained, it must be highly conditional and limited. The enhanced pre-application
service should remain mandatory for any accelerated timetable; projects must demonstrate
examination-ready environmental evidence including completed surveys, agreed evidence plans and
secured biodiversity, HRA and water-quality measures; and applicants must show use of shared
authoritative datasets or the proposed national environmental data observatory. Any fast-track
decision should be subject to strict, published safeguards that prevent deferral of substantive
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environmental assessment to post-consent stages and require guaranteed funding and enforceable
mechanisms for long-term habitat delivery and monitoring.

In practice, accelerating delivery is better achieved by addressing upstream bottlenecks, such as
investing in statutory consultees’ capacity, mandate and resource agreed evidence plans, support
Local Environmental Records Centres, roll out a national environmental data observatory, and require
early, funded technical workshops to resolve principal environmental issues prior to submission rather
than by broadly applying shortened examination timetables.

Question 44: The current fast-track guidance is designed to deliver upfront certainty for making
decisions within 12 months of applications being accepted. Do you consider it fit for purpose? If not,
please give reasons.

Yes/ No/ Don’t know. Please provide your views.

No. The current fast-track guidance is not fit for purpose because it risks compressing or deferring
essential environmental assessment and decision-making into unrealistic timetables, undermining
statutory duties and long-term nature recovery outcomes.

Shortened examinations increase the likelihood that critical ecological and hydrological surveys,
robust Habitats Regulations Assessments, thorough cumulative and in-combination appraisals, and
credible biodiversity net gain design will be incomplete or left to post-consent processes. That shifts
risk onto monitoring and enforcement regimes that are already under-resourced and weakly secured,
increasing the probability of project failure to meet Environment Act obligations and net-zero and
support LNRS commitments.

The guidance underestimates capacity constraints in statutory consultees and local authorities.
Compressed timetables amplify these constraints and make meaningful multi-agency scrutiny and
place-based engagement impractical. Removing the mandatory enhanced pre-application route
would further weaken early resolution of environmental issues and encourage reliance on corrective
information requests or conditional post-consent measures.

If any fast-track route is retained it must be tightly conditional. Enhanced pre-application engagement
should remain mandatory; applicants must demonstrate examination-ready environmental evidence
(completed surveys, agreed evidence plans, secured BNG and HRA measures); statutory bodies must
be resourced and committed to published service standards; and accelerated timetables must not
permit deferral of substantive environmental decisions. Without these safeguards, the 12-month
certainty sought will come at the cost of environmental law, biodiversity, and resilient, low-carbon
infrastructure.
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Question 45: How do you think the existing fast-track process could be amended to support delivery
of government’s priorities, and be more widely applied to applicants? We are also interested in
views on how government should determine and communicate which projects it considers to be a
priority for taking through the pre-application, examination and decision process.

Please provide your views.

The fast-track process should not be broadened as proposed as compressing pre-application and
examination timetables increases the risk of inadequate environmental assessment, and mitigation.
Shortened deadlines incentivise reliance on assumptions, conditional post-consent measures and
off-site fixes rather than site-specific avoidance and robust mitigation, shifting risk to monitoring and
enforcement regimes that are already under-resourced and frequently ineffective.

If Government wishes to accelerate genuinely priority projects, it should not do so by simply
shortening examinations.

Instead it should:

e Require demonstrable, examination-ready environmental evidence before any accelerated
timetable is agreed, including completed surveys, agreed evidence plans and secured BNG
and HRA measures.

e Keep enhanced pre-application engagement mandatory for any project seeking acceleration,
with recorded, time-bound inputs from Natural England, the Environment Agency and the
Marine Management Organisation.

e Only allow exceptional, limited use of government-driven prioritisation where published,
transparent criteria show a clear national benefit and where statutory environmental bodies
confirm risks can be managed within the proposed timetable.

e Invest upstream and fund statutory consultees’ capacity, mandate evidence plans, roll out
shared accurate, up to date, national and local environmental datasets, and support
multi-agency technical workshops to resolve principal environmental issues before
submission.

Government should publish a clear, risk-based lists of priority project types (linked to national
environmental strategies) and an explanations framework showing how environmental risk will be
managed for each named priority. Prioritisation must be conditional on meeting statutory
environmental duties and on enforceable delivery mechanisms for biodiversity, water quality and
climate resilience.

Question 46: In what ways can government and its agencies best support applicants and relevant
stakeholders to achieve robust, and faster decision timeframes during the pre-application,
examination and decision process? Please indicate your views on the following potential changes,
covered in this section. Please suggest practical measures, tools, or desired policy changes, and give
reasons to support these:
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(a) Adapting the existing process so that it supports those projects which are considered by
government to be a priority for fast-tracking.
Please provide your views.

No. Adapting the process to prioritise government-named projects, without strict, objective risk and
evidence based environmental safeguards/criteria risks compressing essential environmental
assessment into unrealistic timetables on the basis of arbitrary, overly political decision making.
Prioritisation should not lead to acceleration by omission on the basis of the political priorities of the
day. If any adaptation is made it must be conditional on demonstrable, examination-ready
environmental evidence, mandatory enhanced pre-application engagement with statutory
environmental bodies, and legally secured measures for BNG, HRA and long-term habitat
management before any shortened timetable is agreed.

(b) Developing an approach based on a more proactive role for government and its agencies
facilitating fast-track projects through the pre-application, examination and decision process.
Please provide your views.

Greater government facilitation could help only where it strengthens environmental rigour and
resourcing rather than simply shortening timelines or adding political pressure. Practical steps of value
would include ring-fenced resourcing for statutory consultee and supporting Local Environmental
Records Centres and commissioning shared, national baseline data and technical advice to close
evidence gaps pre-submission. Proactive facilitation must explicitly aim to resolve environmental risk
upfront and delivery meaningful strategic, enhancements in support of our legal environmental
targets, not shift the onus to post-consent delivery.

(c) Support priority projects to be fast-tracked, by reducing / removing applicant choice from the
decision about whether to apply a fast-track process.
Please provide your views.

No. Removing applicant choice would be counterproductive environmentally. Applicants might be
compelled into expedited timetables that do not match the ecological complexity of proposals or local
capacity to respond, increasing legal and delivery risk. Any requirement should be tightly targeted and
conditional: only applied where projects demonstrably meet published environmental readiness tests
and where statutory bodies confirm they can provide timely, substantive inputs.

(d) Introduce greater flexibility by adapting the current guidance to make it clear that the priority
level of the project will form part of an overall assessment about the eligibility of the project for the
fast-track process.

Please provide your views.
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Priority could be one factor in a holistic eligibility test but must never override environmental
readiness and risk considerations. Guidance could sensibly include priority level as part of overall
assessment, but this requires: completed baseline surveys where needed; agreed evidence plans;
secured mitigation/compensation and BNG delivery arrangements; and clear commitments from
statutory consultees to meet published service standards. Priority status must be transparent,
criteria-based and tied to enforceable safeguards so that speed supports rather than undermines
statutory environmental duties.

Question 47: Do you have any other comments or suggestions regarding the fast-track process or
related policies?
Please provide your views.

The fast-track process should not be expanded or normalised because expedited timetables without
robust safeguards materially increase the risk of inadequate environmental assessment and
mitigation, as well as weakened statutory compliance and poor long-term outcomes for nature and
climate. Shortened examinations favour assumptions and post-consent fixes over site-specific
avoidance, robust assessments, thorough cumulative and in-combination appraisal, and properly
designed and legally secured biodiversity net gain measures, shifting burdens onto monitoring and
enforcement regimes that are already under-resourced.

Fast-tracking also exacerbates existing capacity problems in statutory consultees and local authorities,
reducing the time available for multi-agency scrutiny, evidence-planning and place-based
engagement that underpin lawful, durable decisions. That combination raises the likelihood of legal
challenge, delayed delivery and, ultimately, worse outcomes for both infrastructure users and
protected sites.

If any accelerated route is retained, it must be extremely limited and conditional. With safeguards
such as mandatory enhanced pre-application engagement; demonstrable, examination-ready
environmental evidence (completed surveys and agreed evidence plans); demonstrable BNG, HRA and
water-quality commitments; published service standards for consultees; and independent quality
assurance. Absent those safeguards, fast-track timetables will trade speed for statutory
environmental duties, biodiversity recovery and climate resilience.

Question 48: Do you agree that pre-application consultation requirements under the Town and
Country Planning Act for onshore wind developments should be removed? Please give reasons.
Yes/No/Don’t Know. Please provide your views.

Removing statutory pre-application consultation for onshore wind would risk stifling local community

voices and weakening early scrutiny of environmental, landscape and cumulative impacts that are
often decisive for project design and acceptability.
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Mandatory consultation for larger onshore wind sites performs distinct functions that voluntary NPPF
encouragement does not reliably secure. It ensures representative community input on siting and
local effects; surfaces place-specific environmental concerns early so they can be avoided rather than
retrofitted; and creates a transparent record of engagement that Examining Authorities and
decision-makers can weigh. Early, binding consultation reduces the chance of late-stage objections,
costly redesign, and legal challenge, outcomes that run counter to the government’s delivery
objectives.

If reform is sought, replace simple repeal with targeted improvement not removal. Retain mandatory
pre-application engagement for projects above a clear scale threshold, but make the requirement
proportionate and outcome-focussed by: requiring applicants to publish a short engagement
statement at submission showing who was consulted, how representative engagement was secured,
main issues raised and how these informed design; adopting standard templates for engagement and
evidence; allowing digital and proportionate methods for smaller schemes; and linking the
consultation record to permitting of statutory environmental assessments (so evidence plans, survey
scopes and cumulative impact considerations are informed by community and consultee input).

Wildlife and Countryside Link (Link) is the largest nature coalition in England, bringing
together 90 organisations to use their joint voice for the protection of the natural world and
animals.

For questions or further information please contact:

Philip Box, Senior Policy Officer, Wildlife and Countryside Link E: philip@wcl.org.uk
Wildlife & Countryside Link, Vox Studios, 1 — 45 Durham Street, Vauxhall, London, SE11 5JH
www.wcl.org.uk

The following organisations have inputted into this response and support the points made
[Organisation list or logos]

CPRE — The Countryside Charity
The Wildlife Trusts

The Mammal Society
Woodland Trust

Bumblebee Conservation Trust
Campaign for National Parks
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Ancient Tree Forum
RSPB
Amphibian and Reptile Conservation Trust (ARC)
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