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MHCLG Consultation on proposed reforms to permitted development rights to support the 

deployment of 5G 

Response by Cornwall Council 

Introduction 

The Government has published a consultation document setting out proposed changes to the 

permitted development rights to support the deployment of 5G across England. This short paper 

sets out the Government’s proposals for reforms to the General Permitted Development Order and 

Cornwall Council’s Planning Service response, which has been developed in consultation with the 

Public Health team. The paper summarises the Government’s proposals, the consultation questions 

and the Council’s response.  

 

In 2018 the Government strengthened national planning policy to support the expansion of 

electronic communications and are now considering further reforms to the planning system in order 

to support network upgrades that will be required to deploy 5G and to extend network coverage, 

particularly in rural areas. The purpose of the consultation is to seek views on the principle of 

amending the permitted development rights for operators and the circumstances in which it would 

be appropriate to do so and whether it is appropriate to impose specific limitations, conditions and 

restrictions on any amendments to permitted development rights to mitigate the impact of any new 

development.  

 

In order to deploy 5G and improve coverage mobile network operators will need to strengthen 

existing sites, as well as identify and develop new sites. Such development generally requires 

planning permission either by: 

 A planning application, or 

 Permitted development rights (either with prior approval or prior notification) 

 

The mobile network operators identified that taller, wider masts, building-based masts located 

nearer to highways and faster deployment of radio equipment housing on protected and 

unprotected land would be required to provide greater coverage and 5G.  

 

The Government’s consultation seeks views on the principle of amending or creating new permitted 

development rights to grant planning permission for four specific proposals: 

 Enabling deployment of radio housing equipment on land without requiring prior approval 

(excluding SSSIs) 

 Strengthening existing masts to enable sites to be upgraded for 5G and for mast-sharing 

without prior approval 

 Enabling the deployment of building-based masts nearer to highways subject to prior 

approval 

 Enabling higher masts to deliver better mobile coverage and mast-sharing subject to prior 

approval.  

 

Operators are required, under the Electronic Communications Code Regulations, to share 

infrastructure wherever viable. However, evidence suggests that communities are keen to see more 



 

2 

 

Information Classification: CONTROLLED 

sharing of masts and this should form part of the solution for covering the remaining mobile ‘not 

spots’.  

 

Within the existing General Permitted Development Order a condition requires that electronic 

communication apparatus (allowed by permitted development rights) is removed as soon as 

reasonably practicable after it is no longer required and that the land, building or structure on which 

the equipment is located is restored. The Government is seeking views on further measures that 

could be taken by industry to remove redundant infrastructure and restore land.  

 

Role of Industry 

The consultation document sets out a series of questions, the first set seek views on the impacts that 

changes to permitted development rights and the planning system would have on the ability to 

deploy 5G and improve mobile coverage.  

 

As such, the questions are set out below, however Cornwall Council’s Planning & Sustainable 

Development Service does not have a view and therefore is not proposing to make a response to 

these technical questions.  

 

Question 1.1 If these principle proposals were taken forward, what impact would they have on 

meeting the Government’s ambitions in relation to mobile coverage including addressing ‘total not-

spots’ and ‘partial not-spots’  

Question 1.2: If these in principle proposals (set out in Questions 2 to 5) were taken forward, 
what impact would they have on planned deployment of 5G technology?  
 
Question 1.3: If these in principle proposals (set out in Questions 2 to 5) were taken forward, 
what further measures could industry offer to reduce visual impacts of new electronic 
communications infrastructure and how would these be delivered?  
 
Question 1.4: If these in principle proposals (set out in Questions 2 to 5) were taken forward, 
what further measures could industry offer to ensure that equipment at redundant sites is 
removed and the land is restored, and how would these be delivered?  
 
Question 1.5: If these in principle proposals (set out in Questions 2 to 5) were taken forward, 

what further measures could industry offer to ensure that the use of existing sites and 

infrastructure were maximised before new sites are identified, for example through increased 

sharing? 

 

Proposed changes to the General Permitted Development Order 
Enabling deployment of radio equipment housing on land without requiring prior approval, 
excluding SSSIs 
 
Radio equipment housing which mobile network operators need ranges from small cabinets to a 
purpose built cabin serving several operators, within a building, underground, above ground or on a 
rooftop. Currently the GPDO allows for equipment housing to be consented through permitted 
development subject to certain criteria. The Government is proposing to amend the permitted 
development right to remove the requirement for prior approval for development which exceeds 2.5 
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cubic metres. This would mean that operators would be required to give one month’s notice to the 
LPA. However, the right would not be extended to proposals within SSSIs. If the GPDO is amended 
the Government is keen to understand how the impact on the surrounding area could be minimised, 
suggestions include strengthening the Code of Best Practice with regard to information about 
appearance and siting; sharing equipment housings; or using housing for siting smaller antennas.  
 

Question 2.1: do you agree with the principle of amending permitted development rights for 
equipment housing to remove the requirement for prior approval for development within 
protected and unprotected land which exceeds 2.5 cubic metres to support deployment of 5G? 
 
No, Cornwall Council understands the need to improve mobile coverage and develop 5G 
technology, however it does not agree that the prior approval should be removed from the GPDO 
for this type of development. The Council would wish to consider any such applications in the 
future to ensure appropriate design, siting and environmental protection are addressed. Concerns 
are often raised from residents about the impact on human health and the environment and 
therefore the Council would like to retain control over these aspects by fully considering them 
during the planning application process.  
 
Any changes to permitting for the deployment of 5G infrastructure should be flexible to take into 
account current and emerging evidence and advice published by Public Health England.  
 
Question 2.2: What impact could this proposal have on the surrounding area and how could this 
be addressed? 
 
Rural areas are often covered by many environmental and landscape designations and it is 
important that these are protected, not just SSSIs, as the Government suggests. Due to this, the 
Council would like to retain control of these applications as currently permitted.  
 

 
Strengthening existing ground-based masts to enable sites to be upgraded for 5G and for mast 
sharing without prior approval 
Mobile network operators have identified that existing ground-based masts would need to be 
strengthened to accommodate additional equipment and enable greater sharing of infrastructure.  
 
Currently, the GPDO allows operators to increase the width of an existing ground-based mast by up 
to one third. Operators can also alter or replace an existing ground-based mast in certain 
circumstances within existing permitted development rights.  
 
Government proposal is to remove the limit on increasing the width of existing ground-based masts 
up to one third without prior approval and views are sought on how any increase in the width of 
masts could be addressed to minimise the impact. The Government is also seeking views on the 
principle of whether any further amendments to permitted development rights should be proposed 
to strengthen existing masts whilst recognising safety and security issues and impacts on local 
amenity.  
 

Question 3.1: Do you agree with the principle of amending permitted development rights to allow 
an increase in the width of existing ground-based masts by more than one third, to support 5G 
deployment and encourage greater utilisation of existing sites?  
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No, whilst Cornwall Council recognises the benefits of improving existing masts rather than 
developing new sites, the Council would wish to retain control over these aspects through the 
planning application process to ensure issues such as visual impact can be carefully considered. 
 
Any changes to permitting for the deployment of 5G infrastructure should be flexible to take into 
account current and emerging evidence and advice published by Public Health England.   
 
Question 3.2: If yes to question 3.1, what increase in width should be granted through permitted 
development rights, without prior approval, to ensure that the visual impact on the surrounding 
area is minimised? 
N/A 
 
Question 3.3: To further incentivise operators to maximise the use of existing sites, should 
permitted development rights be amended to increase the height of existing masts to the relevant 
permitted height without prior approval? If yes, what restrictions are appropriate to protect safety 
and security, and visual impact considerations? 
 
No, whilst Cornwall Council recognises the benefits of improving existing masts rather than 
developing new sites, the Council would wish to retain control over these aspects through the 
planning application process to ensure issues such as visual impact can be carefully considered.  
 
Any changes to permitting for the deployment of 5G infrastructure should be flexible to take into 
account current and emerging evidence and advice published by Public Health England.  
 
Question 3.4: Are there any other amendments to permitted development rights that would 
further incentivise operators to maximise the use of existing sites? If yes, what are these and what 
restrictions would be appropriate to ensure that the visual impact on the surrounding area is 
minimised? 
 
No, the Council does not consider that further amendments to permitted development rights are 
required.  
 

 
Enabling deployment of building-based masts nearer to highways to support deployment of 5G 
and extend mobile coverage 
It is noted that there is approximately 57% in-car coverage of 4G and to support the deployment of 
5G and extend mobile coverage, mobile network operators have identified that building-based 
masts need to be deployed in close proximity to highways.  
 
Currently where an operator wants to install a new mast on a building under 15m in height, located 
within 20m of a highway full planning permission is required. Although an operator can alter or 
replace an existing mast under permitted development rights, provided that the siting remains the 
same and the dimensions are no greater.  
 
The Government considers that it may be appropriate to amend the GPDO to allow building-based 
masts to be deployed nearer to highways and is seeking views on whether installation, alteration or 
replacement of masts should be subject to prior approval process.  
 

Question 4.1: Do you agree in principle with creating a permitted development right to grant 
permission for masts to be located within 20m of a highway on buildings less than 15m tall in all 
areas? 
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No, the Council does not consider that it is appropriate to enable the installation of new masts 
through permitted development. Many areas in Cornwall are protected by environmental and 
landscape designations and the Council would wish to retain control through the planning 
application process, over new installations which may have visual or environmental impacts. It is 
noted that the current GPDO prior approval for alternation or replacement of existing 
infrastructure could also encourage operators to utilise and improve existing infrastructure.    
 
Any changes to permitting for the deployment of 5G infrastructure should be flexible to take into 
account current and emerging evidence and advice published by Public Health England.  
 
Question 4.2: If yes to question 4.1, what restrictions (if any) could be put in place to control the 
deployment of infrastructure within 20 metres of a highway on a building less than 15 metres in 
height, taking into consideration potential impacts on safety to accommodate vehicle lines of 
sight, and visual impact on local amenity? 
N/A 
 
Question 4.3: If yes to question 4.1, do you agree that this permitted development right should be 
subject to the prior approval process by the local planning authority?  
No 

 
Enabling higher masts to deliver better mobile coverage and mast sharing 
There is a current commitment from mobile operators to share masts wherever viable, however, to 
provide greater mobile coverage and support the deployment of 5G operators have identified that 
taller masts are likely to be needed.  
 
The current permitted development rights enable operators to erect new ground-based masts of up 
to 25m tall in unprotected areas and 20m on protected land or a highway, subject to prior approval.  
 
The Government is considering amending the GPDO to encourage the deployment of fewer but 
taller masts by increasing the height of new masts allowed by permitted development rights, subject 
to prior approval and the circumstances in which it would be appropriate.  
 

Question 5.1: Do you agree in principle with amending permitted development rights to increase 
the height of new masts, subject to prior approval? 
 
Whilst Cornwall Council recognises the benefit of utilising existing infrastructure, the Council 
would wish to retain control over this type of development through the planning process to 
ensure consideration of visual impact, environmental impact and community concerns.  
 
Any changes to permitting for the deployment of 5G infrastructure should be flexible to take into 
account current and emerging evidence and advice published by Public Health England.  
 
Question 5.2: If yes to question 5.1, what permitted height should masts be increased to and why? 
N/A 
 
Question 5.3: If yes to question 5.1, should a lower height limit be permitted for masts located in 
Article 2(3) land or on land on a highway and why? 
N/A 
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Question 5.4: If yes to question 5.1, what restrictions (if any) should be put in place to control 
development of permitted higher masts? 
N/A 
 

 
 
 


