
 
 

 

Motion to: Council 
   

19 November 2024 
 
Subject: Making Norwich a Spongy City: Increasing the Permeability of Urban 

Surfaces 
 
Proposer: Councillor Fox 
 
Seconder: Councillor Champion 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

Soil is the foundation of terrestrial life, representing one of the most biodiverse 
habitats on Earth and the second largest carbon sink on Earth after oceans. As a 
result of climate change, severe weather events, such as extreme rainfall and 
summer heatwaves, are set to increase in both frequency and severity. Soil is 
therefore crucial to mitigation and adaptation when addressing the climate 
emergency. Soil literally underpins biodiversity, which is crucial with regards to the 
ecological crisis. The 2023 State of Nature report states that nature is in serious 
decline across the UK, a country which is already one of the most nature-depleted in 
the world. To enhance resilience in Norwich amid climate and ecological challenges, 
it's essential to focus on green infrastructure that supports wildlife, keeps the city 
cool and improves floodwater absorption. High urban density and the resultant 
sealed off surfaces, such as buildings, car parks, roads and paving prevent 
infiltration of water into the soil.  
 
Nature-based solutions are integral to both climate mitigation and adaptation. With 
more than five million front gardens in Britain—one in three—with no plants growing 
in them, while 4.5 million—one in four—are completely paved over according to the 
Royal Horticultural Society’s report, "Greening Grey Britain", it is clear that 
authorities need to set an example and encourage a ‘Grey-to-Green’ approach. 
Drawing inspiration from the Tegelwippen (tile-whipping) project in the Netherlands, 
which encourages citizens to remove tiles (and impermeable surfaces) and replace 
them with greenery so as to increase biodiversity, facilitate water infiltration in the 
soil, mitigate urban heat island effects and enhance biodiversity, the council will 
actively and publicly incorporate this ambition into our environmental strategy. This 
motion will also mitigate the risks presented by extreme weather events, such as the 
devasting flooding recently seen in Valancia, Spain, by prioritising organic spongy 
surfaces (soil and vegetation) over inorganic surfaces wherever possible.   
 
The Council acknowledges the benefits of applying a spongy city approach, that 
include: 
 

1) Soil provides a unique foothold for plant roots and mycorrhizae, and holds 

necessary nutrients for plants to grow, including human food crops, increasing 

the potential for urban food growing and the potential for increased tree 

canopy cover. 

 



 
 

 

2) Soil acts as a spongy medium, regulating the discharge of excess rainwater, 

slowing down water movement and providing more effective flood prevention 

than historic approaches alone, which have largely focused on channelling 

water, which can create problems downstream. 

 

3) Spongy organic surfaces buffer against pollutants, thus protecting groundwater 

quality. 

 

4) Soil has a huge potential as a carbon store. 

 

5) Spongy organic surfaces provide an important cooling effect, as opposed to 

the urban heat island effect created by inorganic surfaces. 

 

6) 25% of biodiversity lives in our soils, and a huge number of insects and 

animals are directly dependent on them for their food. Capping soil, with 

inorganic surfaces, therefore, disrupts the food webs upon which we depend 

and reversing that proves supports increasing biodiversity.  

 

This Council RESOLVES to:   

 

1) monitor the ratio of grey to green across the council’s portfolio, with a 

commitment to significantly increase the amount of permeable surfaces. 

 

2) Monitor the ratio of grey to green across the city, with a commitment to 

significantly increase the amount of permeable surfaces. 

 

3) Provide information to residents regarding the impact of placing non-

permeable surfaces on their properties and about the broader benefits of 

enhanced green spaces. 

 
4) Explore the possibility of allocating resources within next year’s budget to 

increase green surfaces within its property portfolio. 

 
5) Lobby the Government to make changes to planning regulations to allow 

planning applications if the grey to green ratio is going to be negatively 

impacted, as well as lobbying to enforce rules relating to ensuring that no 

material changes are made to permeable surfaces before the planning 

application process has been completed. 

 
6) Produce, following the example of Leeds City Council, a local supplementary 

planning document, to ensure residents avoid an increase in the rate of surface 

water run-off to the existing formal drainage system. 

 


