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1 What’s the problem? 

It is now widely recognised that the places and environments in which people live have a 

profound influence on their health1. Consequently, the way that places are planned and 

developed is an important factor in supporting – or undermining – health. Currently, the only 

legal requirement to consider the effect that new plans and development proposals will have on 

population health2 is via two types of assessment: 

- Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA)3, used to assess plans and strategies  

(eg council-wide Local Plans and development strategies); 

- Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)4, used to assess individual planning proposals. 

The government intends to scrap these and replace them with a single assessment, an 

Environmental Outcomes Report (EOR). Replacing two types of assessment with a single 

assessment is not necessarily a bad idea. However, unlike the SEA and the EIA, which both 

require consideration of how the plan or development proposal will affect population health, 

the new EOR omits consideration of population health. 

This will have three very unfortunate consequences: 

• Firstly, there will no longer be any requirement in law to consider the impact on 

population health of plans or development proposals.  

 

• Secondly, as a consequence, individual plans and development proposals are less 

likely to be assessed as to whether they will be detrimental to population health, or 

whether they could be designed to positively improve it. 

 

• Thirdly, the removal of human health as a consideration in environmental assessment 

implies that human wellbeing is a separate issue to environmental quality, 

contradicting the overwhelming evidence that the environments in which we live are 

inextricably linked to our health across the life course in complex and systemic ways5. 

 
1 For evidence, see: Spatial planning for health: evidence review - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 
2 For a definition of ‘population health’ see: What is a population health approach? | The King's Fund 

(kingsfund.org.uk) 
3 Strategic environmental assessment and sustainability appraisal - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 
4 Environmental Impact Assessment - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 
5 See, ‘Health and the Natural Environment: a review of evidence, policy, practice and opportunities for the future.’ 

(2018) Defra, European Centre for Environment and Human Health and University of Exeter Medical School 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spatial-planning-for-health-evidence-review
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/population-health-approach
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/population-health-approach
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/strategic-environmental-assessment-and-sustainability-appraisal
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/environmental-impact-assessment
https://beyondgreenspace.files.wordpress.com/2018/09/health-and-the-natural-environment_full-report.pdf
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1.1 What will this mean in practice? 

 

In practice this will mean that Local planning authorities will still be able to include a focus on 

population health in their plans and policies, and will still be able to ask developers to consider 

health and wellbeing in their proposals. But, because there will no longer be a legal requirement 

to do this, councils’ ability to insist on it will be significantly weakened. Councils that are 

struggling financially might decide to focus only on the essential legal requirements, so are less 

likely to insist that plans and developments address population health. Some councils might 

include a focus on health in their local plans, but could find it is considered unnecessary by the 

Planning Inspectorate and might decide it is difficult, or too expensive, to defend. 

In addition, nationally significant infrastructure projects (NSIPs), which are developed through 

a separate planning system6, will also be affected. These huge long-term projects – such as 

power stations and airports – inevitably have significant impacts on population health. 

Although these impacts can be negative, they can also be positive if carefully planned and 

designed. However, this seems less likely to happen if there is no longer a legal requirement to 

assess the impact these developments will have on population health. 

2 What can I do about this? 

2.1 Respond to the government’s consultation by 9 June 

The government has launched a consultation about its proposal to replace EIA and SEA with 

Environmental Outcomes Reports. You can respond to the consultation7 and make it clear that: 

- Environmental Outcomes Reports must consider the impact of the plan, strategy or 

development on population health; 

- Environmental Outcomes Reports must consider ways in which a plan, strategy or 

development proposal could positively contribute to the wider determinants of health8 

(not just whether it will result in a harm to health eg air pollution); 

- The definition of ‘health’ in Environmental Outcomes Reports must be the World Health 

Organisation’s definition, ie that health is ‘a state of complete physical, mental and 

social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’. This is the 

definition used by the government’s Office for Health Improvement and Disparities 

(OHID), part of the Department of Health and Social Care.   

2.2 Ask peers and MPs to amend the Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill to state that EORs 

will consider population health 

Environmental Outcomes Reports will be introduced as a result of section six of the Levelling 

Up and Regeneration Bill (LURB), currently going through parliament. Section six of the LURB 

says that EORs will consider the effect of a plan, proposal or development on: 

- natural environment 

- cultural heritage 

- landscape. 

 
6 The Planning Act (2008). National Infrastructure Planning (planninginspectorate.gov.uk) 
7 Environmental Outcomes Reports: a new approach to environmental assessment - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 
8 The ‘wider determinants’ of health are the environmental, social and economic factors that shape people’s health. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/environmental-outcomes-reports-a-new-approach-to-environmental-assessment
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/environmental-outcomes-reports-a-new-approach-to-environmental-assessment
https://infrastructure.planninginspectorate.gov.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/environmental-outcomes-reports-a-new-approach-to-environmental-assessment
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You can ask MPs and peers to amend the LURB as follows: 

1. By adding a bullet point to the list above to include ‘population health’. 

2. By also clearly defining ‘health’ as the World Health Organisation definition. 

The text of the Bill includes a ‘non-regression’ clause9, suggesting that EOR will not be weaker 

than the EIA and SEAs that it replaces. However, this is somewhat misleading. The text actually 

states that the EOR will not result in a lower level of ‘environmental protection’, omitting to say 

that it will exclude the important references to population health in the current system. 

3 Why should the government listen? 

Improving healthy life expectancy, and improving well-being, are two of the Levelling Up 

‘missions’ that the government has committed to achieving10. Doing this will be more difficult if 

the government omits population health from the scope of Environmental Outcomes Reports.  

There is increasing recognition that poor health has become a drag on the economy, an 

important reason why the UK has not ‘bounced back’ from the pandemic in the way that other 

developed nations have done11. Now is not the time to be reducing the focus on supporting good 

health in any area of public policy or law. 

The government is committed to delivering the UN Sustainable Development Goals including 

Goal 3 ‘health and wellbeing’. As stated in the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), 

sustainable development is only possible when economic, social and environmental objectives 

are recognised as interdependent and are pursued in mutually supportive ways12. Removal of 

human health as a consideration of EOR damages the government’s long-standing commitment 

to sustainable development and risks decision making that unintentionally creates and sustains 

poor health outcomes and embeds and increases health inequalities. 

3.1 Isn’t the government going to do this anyway?  

Paragraph 4.9 of the government consultation on Environmental Outcomes Reports states that 

‘We will also consider how we can best use EORs to achieve health related outcomes, and this 

will be subject to further policy development’ and there is the promise of further consultation. 

However, there is no guarantee that this vague commitment will be kept and recent political 

turbulence, and the likelihood of a General Election in 2024, suggest that in practice it could be 

delayed for years. 

3.2 Are there other concerns about the introduction of Environmental Outcomes Reports? 

Yes. IEMA, the international organisation for environment and sustainability professionals – 

experts in environmental assessment – have numerous concerns. They will publishing their 

views on EORs before the end of May, available here: IEMA - Impact assessment 

4 For more information: 

Please contact Dr Hugh Ellis, Director of Policy, TCPA              hugh.ellis@tcpa.org.uk 

 
9 LURB para 142 
10 Levelling Up the United Kingdom: Executive Summary (publishing.service.gov.uk) 
11 Healthy people, prosperous lives: The first interim report of the IPPR Commission on Health and Prosperity | IPPR 
12 National Planning Policy Framework (2021) paragraphs 7-8 

https://www.iema.net/policy-and-practice/impact-assessment
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1095544/Executive_Summary.pdf
https://www.ippr.org/research/publications/healthy-people-prosperous-lives
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/national-planning-policy-framework/2-achieving-sustainable-development

