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Supporting document: Item 6(j): Planning powers for mayors in England: a consultation
Introduction:
On 24 August 2026, the MHCLG published a consultation - Planning powers for mayors in England - seeking views on how planning powers for mayors of strategic authorities in the English Devolution and Community Empowerment Act 2026 should be implemented. This consultation closes on 5 October 2026.
The Secretariat has looked at the relevant provisions of the English Devolution and Community Empowerment Act 2026 as described in it alongside SASIG's published policy principles and objectives with an idea of providing a response to this consultation.
The overall conclusion is that this consultation is potentially quite significant for airports and airport-hosting local authorities, even though airports are not singled out as a separate policy category. The main issue for SASIG is that the proposed mayoral powers could create a new strategic planning tier over airport development, while the proposed framework does not yet contain sufficient safeguards to ensure that aviation's economic, social and environmental impacts are considered in an integrated way.
What the consultation actually does:
The consultation implements three principal new powers for mayors of Combined Authorities and Combined County Authorities:
· Potentially Strategic Importance (PSI) planning powers – mayors will be able to require consultation on specified major planning applications, direct an LPA to refuse an application, or call it in and determine it themselves.
· Mayoral Development Orders (MDOs) – mayors will be able to grant planning permission in advance for specified development on particular sites.
· Mayoral Community Infrastructure Levy (MCIL) – mayors outside London will be able to levy development contributions for strategic infrastructure, subject to the proposed conditions, including an intended requirement for an adopted Spatial Development Strategy (SDS).
The Government intends the PSI and MDO arrangements to be operational in early 2027, subject to the consultation and parliamentary timetable. 
The policy rationale is explicitly to give mayors the tools to implement their Spatial Development Strategies, promote housing and economic growth, and deal with development which has significance beyond an individual local authority. 
Implications for airports:
There is no specific "airport" PSI category — and that is important. The proposed common PSI categories outside London cover:
· more than 150 dwellings;
· more than 15,000 sq m of non-residential or mixed-use floorspace;
· buildings over 30 metres;
· and, once the SDS is adopted, certain major infrastructure and development affecting strategic priorities.
The Government says that the major infrastructure category includes transport, waste and energy schemes, but the actual proposed Annex A does not contain a specific airport/airport expansion threshold or category. That creates an important ambiguity.
A major airport terminal development, for example, could very readily fall within the 15,000 sq metre non-residential threshold, meaning it would be a PSI application from day one. Airport hotels, commercial development, logistics/warehousing and other airport-related development could also fall within the PSI regime depending upon their scale and characteristics. But there is no explicit provision saying:
"Airport development of strategic significance should be a PSI category."
and that is something SASIG should consider challenging.
Why this matters:
Airport development is unusually different from ordinary commercial development because the impacts can extend well beyond the development site and LPA boundary. It has to consider such issues as:
· aircraft noise;
· night flights;
· surface access and congestion;
· air quality;
· carbon emissions;
· biodiversity;
· freight movements;
· employment and economic impacts;
· housing pressures;
· infrastructure requirements;
· flight paths and associated development;
· interactions with national aviation policy;
· and impacts across several local authority areas.

The consultation's proposed generic approach risks treating a strategically significant airport development principally as a large commercial development, rather than as a form of strategic transport infrastructure with distinctive externalities. That is potentially inconsistent with SASIG's long-standing position that aviation policy should reconcile economic, social and environmental considerations, rather than simply facilitate aviation activity. SASIG's current policy principles expressly call for aviation growth to be directed towards sustainable economic regeneration while minimising adverse social, economic and environmental impacts. 
The mayor could potentially take the planning decision away from the airport's Local Planning Authority (LPA):
This is probably the most significant practical consequence for an airport-owning or airport-hosting council. The proposed process is:
a)  The airport planning application goes to the normal LPA.
b)  If it is a PSI application, the LPA must refer it to the mayor.
c)  The mayor considers its conformity with the SDS.
d)  If the LPA is minded to approve or refuse it, the mayor has 14 days to decide whether to intervene.
e)  The mayor can either:
· direct the LPA to refuse it; or
· call it in and become the LPA for the purposes of determining the application.
f)  The mayor would then determine the application on the same statutory planning basis as the LPA, taking account of the development plan, including the SDS and local plan. 
So, the proposal does not abolish the airport-hosting council's planning role. However, for strategically important airport development, the council could ultimately lose control of the determination and that is a material change in the balance of local democratic accountability.
The problem is not simply "mayoral call-in"; it is the interaction with the SDS
The mayor's powers are intended to implement the SDS. Once an SDS has been adopted, the mayor could:
· direct refusal where a proposal is contrary to, or prejudicial to implementation of, the SDS;
· call in an application where it would have a significant impact on implementation of the SDS and there are sound planning reasons for intervention.
This gives the SDS considerable practical significance for airports.
An airport could therefore find that decisions which historically have been made principally through the airport's host LPA's local plan and development-management process become subject to a mayoral spatial strategy. That could be beneficial if the SDS properly recognises the airport's role and infrastructure requirements. Conversely, it could be problematic if the SDS adopts a growth-oriented spatial strategy without properly accounting for aviation's environmental costs and community impacts.
This is precisely where SASIG's policy principles are relevant.
There is an opportunity here for airport-hosting councils
The proposal is not necessarily negative for airport areas. In fact, properly designed, mayoral strategic planning could address one of the long-standing weaknesses in airport planning: the impacts and benefits of airports do not respect local authority boundaries. For example, an airport may be located in one district but its employees, passengers, road traffic, public transport requirements, noise footprint, air-quality impacts, housing impacts and economic benefits all extend across several authorities.
A strategic authority could therefore provide a better mechanism for coordinating:
airport + surface access + housing + employment + logistics + environment + neighbouring communities.
That is potentially strongly compatible with SASIG's principle of integrated transport provision and its support for good-quality surface access to airports. SASIG's published principles also emphasise capturing aviation's social and economic benefits while minimising its adverse impacts.  The key is therefore not to oppose strategic planning by mayors in principle, but to insist that airport planning is handled through a genuinely balanced strategic framework.
Mayoral Development Orders could also affect airports
The MDO power is potentially important. An MDO allows a mayor to grant planning permission upfront for specified development on one or more sites. The Government envisages using them for substantive development supporting housing and economic growth, or where the mayor has a direct interest in the site.  An airport-related development could therefore potentially be brought within an MDO where the development falls within the permitted scope. There is, however, an important environmental safeguard: the consultation proposes that MDOs cannot grant permission for Schedule 1 EIA development. Schedule 2 EIA development could remain within scope, subject to the normal EIA screening/scoping requirements. This is important for airports because the EIA Regulations distinguish between different types and scales of airport development. In particular, very substantial runway development is subject to particularly stringent environmental assessment requirements.
However, the SASIG concern should be broader than simply "does an MDO permit an airport runway?" An airport MDO could potentially facilitate associated development — terminals, commercial uses, logistics, access infrastructure and other development — without the strategic authority necessarily having to determine each individual element through the conventional LPA planning process.
SASIG should therefore argue that airport-related MDOs should only be used where there is an adopted, evidence-based aviation/airport strategy within the SDS and where the cumulative environmental and community impacts have been properly assessed.
MCIL could be particularly relevant to airports
This is perhaps the most positive part of the proposals from an airport-hosting-area perspective. The Government proposes that MCIL should primarily fund infrastructure whose benefits extend across the mayoral area, rather than infrastructure which is purely the responsibility of one local authority. It specifically contemplates transport infrastructure and asks what other strategic infrastructure should be eligible. 
This creates an opportunity to use strategic development contributions to fund things such as:
· public transport links to airports;
· rail connections;
· bus rapid transit;
· road improvements;
· cycling and active-travel infrastructure;
· interchange facilities;
· strategic environmental mitigation;
· potentially other infrastructure needed to accommodate airport-related growth.

This fits very well with SASIG's principle that good surface access links should be provided to airports, particularly public transport links that create integrated transport hubs. 
However, there is an important principle which SASIG should press very strongly:
Airport-related development should contribute fairly towards the infrastructure and environmental mitigation costs that it generates.
SASIG's published principles go further, stating that the air transport sector rather than local communities should pay the full costs of the impacts of air journeys. MCIL should therefore not become a mechanism whereby the wider community subsidises airport growth.
Implications for Local Authorities with airports in their boundaries:
There are six principal implications for an airport-hosting authority.
1. The LPA's autonomy is reduced for major airport development
The council remains the LPA, but a qualifying airport application must be referred to the mayor and can potentially be called in. The council therefore needs to understand that "local planning authority" will no longer necessarily mean "final decision-maker" for major development.
2. Airport development needs to be embedded in the SDS
Airport-hosting authorities should seek to ensure that their airport is explicitly addressed in the emerging SDS. The SDS should cover:
· the airport's economic role;
· its future land requirements;
· surface access;
· freight;
· employment;
· housing;
· noise;
· air quality;
· carbon;
· biodiversity;
· community impacts;
· infrastructure funding;
· and the relationship between airport growth and regional growth.

Otherwise, the airport could effectively become subject to a strategic planning framework in which its specific circumstances have not been properly considered.
3. Cross-boundary impacts become more important
This could actually benefit airport-hosting authorities. Rather than having the host authority deal with the consequences of airport growth while neighbouring authorities receive some of the benefits, or vice versa, the mayoral authority has the potential to take a genuinely sub-regional view. SASIG should support this in principle.
4. Local authority resources will need to change
The consultation says that the strategic authority is expected to fund its new planning function from general resources.  For airport-hosting LPAs, there could therefore be additional work in:
· identifying PSI applications;
· consultation with the mayor;
· preparing evidence;
· negotiating with the strategic authority;
· contributing to SDS preparation;
· airport surface-access planning;
· environmental assessment;
· and MCIL/CIL coordination.

There should be adequate resourcing and proper mechanisms for sharing information and expertise between the host LPA and mayor.

5. Local CIL and MCIL need careful coordination
The consultation proposes that local authorities would collect MCIL on the mayor's behalf and would have to take MCIL rates into account when setting their own CIL rates. For an airport area this is important because airport development can involve substantial infrastructure costs and unusual development economics. SASIG should therefore press for:
· viability assessments that properly reflect airport economics;
· avoidance of double-charging;
· transparency about where MCIL receipts go;
· recognition of airport-generated infrastructure requirements;
· and a mechanism ensuring that a reasonable proportion of strategic infrastructure funding benefits airport-hosting communities.

6. Local community accountability must not be lost
An airport's local impacts are experienced most intensely by communities close to it. If the mayor calls in a major airport application, the decision-making process moves further away from those communities. The consultation proposes public hearings or written representations for called-in applications, and it requires representations from communities and statutory consultees to be passed to the mayor. 
That is helpful, but SASIG should argue that airport applications with significant noise, environmental or community impacts should normally receive a public hearing rather than automatically being dealt with through written representations.
Recommendations on how SASIG should respond:
SASIG's published mission is to reconcile economic, social and environmental considerations, and its policy principles include sustainable economic regeneration, minimising adverse impacts, ensuring that aviation bears the costs of its impacts, integrated surface access, minimising noise impacts and coordinating aviation with wider national policies. On that basis, it is recommended that a response is constructive rather than oppositional. The central message should be:
“SASIG supports appropriate strategic planning and better integration of airport development with regional economic, transport and environmental planning, but the new mayoral powers must not weaken local democratic accountability or allow aviation growth to be pursued without full consideration and mitigation of its social, environmental and infrastructure impacts.”
The response could be organised around the following principles:
i) Support strategic planning in principle
SASIG should recognise that aviation is inherently strategic and that airport impacts and benefits cross administrative boundaries. Therefore, it is reasonable for mayors to have a strategic planning role. But strategic planning must mean integrated planning, not simply strategic promotion of growth. That distinction is very important.
ii) Add a specific airport/aviation PSI category

This should be one of SASIG's strongest recommendations. It should argue that the regulations should explicitly identify strategically significant airport development and airport infrastructure as PSI, rather than relying on the 15,000 sq m commercial threshold. The category could cover, for example:
· runway development;
· terminal expansion;
· major changes to airport operating capacity;
· substantial airside infrastructure;
· major cargo/freight facilities;
· major airport surface-access infrastructure;
· and associated development of a scale likely to materially alter the airport's operation or impacts.

The threshold should be evidence-based and should reflect operational and environmental significance, not merely floorspace. This is particularly important because the Government itself recognises that PSI categories can be adapted to the characteristics of individual strategic areas once an SDS exists. 

iii) Require airports to be explicitly addressed in SDSs
SASIG should recommend that an SDS for an area containing a significant airport should contain an airport/aviation policy. It should address:

· the airport's strategic economic role;
· capacity and development;
· surface access;
· freight;
· housing;
· noise;
· air quality;
· carbon;
· biodiversity;
· community impacts;
· infrastructure requirements;
· and funding/mitigation.
This would ensure that a mayor's later intervention is based upon an agreed strategic policy rather than an ad hoc judgement about whether an airport proposal promotes "growth".

iv) Do not allow growth to become the overriding test
This is probably the most important policy safeguard. Before an SDS is adopted, the proposed intervention test is strongly framed around housing and economic growth. Even after adoption, intervention is linked to implementation of the SDS and "sound planning reasons".  SASIG should argue that for airport development the statutory decision-making framework must explicitly require consideration of:

· economic benefits;
· social consequences;
· noise;
· air quality;
· climate change;
· biodiversity;
· surface transport;
· health;
· community impacts;
· cumulative impacts;
· and the full infrastructure costs of airport growth.

Otherwise, there is a risk that the mayoral system becomes a mechanism for accelerating airport development in pursuit of regional economic growth. That would sit uncomfortably with SASIG's principle that policy should control impacts, rather than simply control or facilitate aviation activity. 

v) Protect the role of airport-hosting LPAs

SASIG should not necessarily argue that councils should have an absolute veto. A more defensible position would be:

· the host LPA must be involved from the earliest stage;
· it must be consulted before a mayor calls in an airport application;
· the mayor should have to demonstrate why intervention is necessary;
· the host LPA's planning assessment should be given substantial weight;
· and there should be a formal duty to consider the views of affected neighbouring authorities.

This would maintain strategic coordination without making local authorities merely consultees.

vi) Strengthen community participation for airport applications
SASIG should argue that airport PSI applications involving significant changes in airport capacity, noise or operating impacts should normally be determined through a public hearing, not solely written representations. That is especially important because the Government is proposing to give mayors discretion to use written representations for all PSI planning applications. For an airport application with thousands of affected residents, written representations could be inadequate.
vii) Make the "polluter pays" principle explicit
This should be a particularly strong SASIG point. MCIL should be capable of funding strategic infrastructure, but SASIG should distinguish between:
· strategic infrastructure which benefits the wider region, and
· mitigation/infrastructure costs directly generated by airport development.
The latter should remain the responsibility of the airport/developer wherever possible through planning obligations and other appropriate mechanisms. This directly reflects SASIG's existing principle that the air transport sector rather than local communities should bear the costs of aviation's impacts. 
viii) Use MCIL to support sustainable airport surface access
SASIG should strongly support the potential use of MCIL for:

· rail;
· bus;
· tram;
· interchange;
· active travel;
· road improvements where necessary;
· and other sustainable surface access infrastructure serving airports.

This is an opportunity to translate SASIG's longstanding integrated-transport principle into the new devolution settlement. But SASIG should ask that airport-related infrastructure needs are explicitly considered when determining MCIL priorities.

ix) Require cumulative impact assessment
Airport development rarely consists of one planning application. There can be simultaneous or sequential applications for:

· terminals;
· hotels;
· cargo;
· warehouses;
· car parking;
· roads;
· public transport;
· employment;
· housing;
· energy;
· and ancillary development.

SASIG should therefore ask MHCLG to require mayors and LPAs to consider the cumulative impacts of airport development, rather than assessing individual applications in isolation. That would be very consistent with SASIG's policy philosophy.

Suggested SASIG answers to the consultation questions
It is recommended to target in particular, the following questions.
	Consultation issue
	Recommended SASIG position

	Q1 – PSI categories
	Partially disagree: generic categories are useful, but airport/aviation development requires a specific category.

	Q2 – Additional PSI categories
	Yes – add strategic airport development/infrastructure based on operational and impact thresholds rather than floorspace alone.

	Q4 – Expansion of powers as SDS progresses
	Partially agree, but expansion should depend upon the SDS containing robust airport/aviation policies and evidence.

	Q6 – Intervention criteria after SDS
	Partially disagree unless amended to require explicit consideration of environmental, social, noise, climate and infrastructure impacts.

	Q7 – Written representations
	Partially disagree: written procedure may suit minor/technical airport matters but major airport applications should normally have a hearing.

	Q10 – Schedule 1 EIA excluded from MDOs
	Agree, but seek clarification/safeguards for airport-related Schedule 2 development.

	Q13/14 – MDO consultation/publicity
	Support, but airport MDOs should require enhanced consultation with affected authorities, airport operators, communities and aviation/environmental bodies.

	Q20 – Mayor taking local CIL into account
	Yes, with a strong anti-double-charging and viability principle.

	Q22 – broader MCIL
	Agree in principle, provided airport infrastructure and mitigation are appropriately included and benefits are genuinely strategic.

	Q23 – types of strategic infrastructure
	Explicitly include sustainable airport surface access and, where appropriate, strategic environmental mitigation associated with development.

	Q24 – infrastructure within a single LPA
	Yes, exceptionally, where the infrastructure is demonstrably generated by or necessary for a strategic airport development and benefits/mitigates impacts beyond the immediate site.


The strategic message for SASIG:
The most effective SASIG response would be to avoid presenting this as a "local authorities versus mayors" issue. Instead, SASIG should say that aviation is itself a strategic activity, so there is a strong case for strategic planning — but strategic planning has to capture the whole aviation equation. That leads to a useful formulation:
SASIG supports the principle of strategic planning for airports because airport benefits and impacts cross local authority boundaries. However, strategic planning powers must not become strategic growth powers. They should be accompanied by equally strong requirements to assess, mitigate and fund the environmental, social, transport and community impacts of aviation development.
That position is very closely aligned with SASIG's established policy principles: securing aviation's social and economic benefits using robust evidence; directing growth towards sustainable economic regeneration; minimising adverse impacts; ensuring the aviation sector bears the costs of its impacts; providing good surface access; minimising noise; and integrating aviation with wider transport, climate and environmental policy. 
Bottom line:
For airports: the consultation creates a new potential layer of mayoral control over major airport development. The absence of an explicit airport PSI category is a significant gap which SASIG should seek to correct.
For airport-hosting councils: they retain their LPA role, but major airport applications could be referred to, and ultimately determined by, the mayor. Councils therefore need to secure a strong role in the SDS and in the mayoral decision-making process. The system could nevertheless be beneficial by dealing properly with the cross-boundary nature of airport impacts and infrastructure.
For SASIG: the best response is qualified support for strategic planning, coupled with strong safeguards: a specific airport PSI category; explicit aviation policies in SDSs; balanced economic/social/environmental tests; protection of host-LPA and community involvement; public hearings for major airport cases; proper cumulative-impact assessment; application of the polluter-pays principle; and use of MCIL to support sustainable surface access and appropriate strategic mitigation.
This would allow SASIG to support the strategic dimension of devolution while preserving its fundamental principle that aviation policy must reconcile economic, social and environmental interests, rather than simply facilitate aviation growth.  
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