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London Councils, London First, Government Office for London Councillor Involvement in Planning
Stage 1 Report

Executive Summary

GOL, London Councils and London First (sponsored by Argent, British Land and London Communications

Agency) commissioned Arup to undertake a study of the extent of elected councillors* i nvol vement i
planning and the levels of planning training available to them, in order to explore and communicate best

practice.

Increasing complexity in planning applications and policy makes earlier involvement of councillors ever
more important. The benefits of greater councillor involvement are considered to be greater certainty in
decision making and clearer decision making. Many boroughs are seeking to increase the role of
councillors in planning decisions and would welcome clearer guidance as to what is appropriate.
Concern remains about propriety and the extent to which, and when, councillors can be involved.

The study had two aims: firstly, to investigate the extent of councillor involvement in planning applications

and decisions in boroughs across London, eapppcations,al |y f
and secondly, to report on the forms of training that are currently available for councillors in relation to the

planning system and their role(s) within it. The first part of the study was the data collection process to

secure an understanding of the extent to which elected councillors are involved with planning applications.

Telephone interviews were held with Heads of Planning or their senior colleagues in 24 boroughs. A

meeting was also held with representatives of the development industry and their advisors.

Councillor involvement with planning applications

Most boroughs have codes of conduct for planning councillors which are considered vital to guiding their
involvement in the planning process.

It was found that there are many arrangements and examples of good practice for councillors being well-
informed of appl i c anrappiicatiorpstagepAdss, ils@ne eases, thérearexarafully
managed arrangements for applicants to present their schemes to councillors. These arrangements
ensure that councillors do not commit themselves to a particular point of view, leaving it to officers to
continue their negotiations with applicants.

Once an application has been submitted there is more caution among the boroughs about contact
between applicants and councillors. However there are examples of good practice in ensuring that when
applications come to committee, the councillors have had some opportunity to understand the scheme in
advance of formal determination.

After the submission of an application, continued dialogue and information sharing should be encouraged.
Applicants with major development schemes should be invited to present them to councillors, highlighting
any changes made as a result of earlier suggestions.

Applicants welcome further opportunities to explain their proposals to decision-makers, both pre- and

post-application submission, so as to receive feedback on their proposals and enter into further

negotiation with planning officers where necessary. This would suggest an increased number of

opportunities for councillor involvement, albeit within clear guidelines governing the expectations which

are placed upon all parties (developers, officers and councillors). This should be aimed to ensure that,

when schemesreachcommi t t ee for determination, there are ,no s
or committee councillors.

Planning Committee proceedings
Some key issues came out of the study in relation to the work of planning committees. In particular:

1  Prior to the Planning Committee meeting, it is common for a briefing meeting to be held
between the Chair of the Planning Committee and the Head of Planning or a senior colleague.
Someti mes the meeting includes a discussovaln abol
or refusal.

Arup September 2007
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1  The size of committees varies greatly, although most are on a three or four week cycle of
meetings.

1 In most boroughs, officers present the scheme at committee, third parties and ward councillors
have an opportunity to speak and the applicant has a right to reply before the committee
debate the application and form a decision.

1 Itis normal for all councillors of the committee to be allowed to vote as long as they do not
have a conflict of interest, irrespective in most cases as to whether they have received
adequate training.

Training of elected councillors

The need for councillor training is most acute after local elections, when there is likely to be a significant
change in planning committee members. Councillor training is also an ongoing requirement, especially in
an era of ongoing, planning reform. The commencement of the GLA Bill and new Mayor of London Order
will require extensive communication/training.

Training is provided on procedural issues, with some additional topic based-training in some boroughs.
Organised tours around the borough, and indeed to other boroughs, to see good and bad examples of
development are both useful and popular with councillors. As well as in-house training courses many
boroughs use external trainers when this shows a clear advantage.

Recommendation

The study recommends that good practice guidance should be published in a short, snappy, easy-to-read
form that will be helpful to councillors and officers in judging for themselves whether there are any
opportunities for improving their own practices and how training can best be provided for all councillors,
especially those on Planning Committees.

Arup September 2007
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1 Introduction

1.1 Commission

Arup has been commissioned by GOL, London Councils and London First to undertake a
studyof the extent of elected councillors*®
training that are currently available to them.

i nvol \

This report has also been sponsored by Argent Group and British Land Corporation who are
active developers in London, and by London Communications Agency who advise
developers on the planning process. The report has also been supported by of the
Association of London Borough Planning Officers.

1.2 Context

Local authorities are the key decision makers in determining the built form in their areas.
This starts with the plan-making process but possibly the most contentious is the
determination of planning applications. On large and complex schemes this is an onerous
responsibility for elected councillors who have to be seen to be knowledgeable and fair to
both their electorate and the developer.

Lord Nolan, in his Third Report of the Committee on Standards in Public Life in 1997, said
~-The planning process puts elected councillors into the position of taking decisions within a
legal framework but also being required to exercise their representative role on behalf of

t hei r ¢ o rHe wenttonte makesrecOmmendations on codes of conduct and conflicts
of interest that would be particularly important to the planning process. He also stressed the
need for Members of planning committees to be trained in planning procedures and
planning law.

Concerns about probity following the Nolan report have led to sensitivity about the
involvement of members in major applications. In an increasingly complex and legal
planning environment, and with the emphasis on pre application discussion and
consultation, this means that members can be the poorest informed on a major application.
Decisions are made on the back of very long committee reports without any engagement
with the applicant, and with little understanding of the scheme and its evolution.

The Local Government Association (LGA) has rightly been at the forefront of providing
advice and guidance to ensure the right level of engagement with councillors in the planning
process whilst achieving the highest standards of probity. In writing in the introduction to the
LGA advice note on , Member engagement in plann
and 2004 legislation but more importantly itisstated 6 | n a c dultuma aharge i f
planning, the expectations of members involvement and engagement in the process are
being redefined. There is a new emphasis on the development of effective partnerships, a
better and more creative engagement with stakeholders and the expressions of a strategic
vision for the future of their communities. These aspects are particularly relevant to the
planning process when members have to balance the need for encouraging sustainable
development with their role in representing the best interests of their communities and being
seen to operate properly and impatrtially.

The LGA, working with the then Office of the Deputy Prime Minister and others introduced a

leaflet giving guidance to planning councill or s on , Positi v@Asadotajagement
councillor involved in planning matters, whether as a member of the authority's executive

helping to draw up the spatial plan for your area, as a member of the planning committee

deciding planning applications, or as a ward member, you have a crucial role to play in both

making the new planning system work and ensuring the best possible outcomes for your

community. 6

Arup September 2007
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More recently the planning white paper on Planning for a Sustainable Future (Ministerial
foreword in the summary)says6 The pl anning system also needs
service us as individuals, communities and businesses; provides for better public

consul tation and engagement in the plannlgng pr
and better enables us all to meet the challenge of climate change and deliver sustainable
devel opment including economic growth. 6

It is within this context that this study sought to find out best practice from a selection of
London boroughs striding to provide a better service to their electorate and their applicants.

This study builds on previous research, undertaken by Arup in 2006 for the Department for
Communities and Local Government, which looked at these issues at a national level.

1.3 Study outline

The methodology is explained in Appendix A.
1.4 Supporting information

At the outset of this study, a letter of introduction was sent by London Councils to the 33
boroughs, encouraging them to participate. This was accompanied by a briefing paper about
the wider aims of the research. The letter and the briefing paper are attached for reference
at Appendix B.

The telephone interview questions are attached at Appendix C.

1.5 Anonymity

I n this report, al |l boroughs have beeghaAbDnymi
. Borough B", ,Borough C" has b é#&shouldinotahkreforeest ar
be assumed that all references to 6Borough A6

Arup
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Councillor involvement with planning applications

21 General overview

This chapter focuses on the borough views about councillor involvement, as discussed
during the telephone interviews. The views of the development industry, discerned from a
breakfast seminar, are also reported here where applicable.

Many senior planning officers reported that their boroughs are seeking to gradually increase
the role of elected councillors in planning. In some boroughs, this is due to a change in
political control at the last elections (2006). In others, there is a general shift in favour of
increasing councillor involvement, reflecting the guidance which has been published by
several advisory bodies in recent years, including the Planning Advisory Service. In another,
it is a response to a critical report by the Ombudsman.

Despite an increasing recognition of the value of councillor involvement in general, many
senior planning officers expressed caution about the extent to which Planning Committee
Members in particular should be involved with planning applications prior to determination.
In many authorities, Planning Committee Members are not permitted to take part in
discussions about proposed or current applications. Some chief planners reported that their
Committee Members observe this guideline, although a minority acknowledged that they
have no powers to enforce it, except for the wider requirement for councillors to declare any
prejudicial interests at the start of each Planning Committee meeting.

In boroughs where pre-Committee contact is allowed, strict rules are usually in place to
ensure that Committee Members do not express an opinion about the proposed scheme:
where permitted at all, contact is typically limited to hearing a presentation by the developer
and asking questions for clarification only, in the presence of a planning officer.

The development industry has suggested that there could be several benefits for the
planning system if the level of councillor involvement was increased. In particular, it would
welcome an increased level of certainty in the planning application process, and suggested
that increasing the level of feedback from councillors during the preparation of an
application can enable developers to present a scheme which is more acceptable to the
decision-makers, reducing the risk of a refusal and subsequent appeal or resubmission.
Furthermore, it has been suggested that the complexity of many development proposals in
London is so great that no decision-maker should be expected to assimilate the key
information in the short period between receiving a Committee Report and making a
decision at Committee: some advance knowledge of a scheme can be beneficial.

These and other issues are discussed in more detail below.

2.2 Approaches to councillor involvement

Several boroughs reported that their councillors see a seat on the Planning Committee as a
high status post, especially since the introduction of Cabinet-style governance.
Consequently, Planning Committee positions are relatively popular and many boroughs
reported that — especially in boroughs where there was a change of political leadership in
2006 — the calibre of the new post-holders is generally high.

By contrast, another reported that the quality of their Planning Committee Members was
relatively low in comparison with other boroughs, attributing this to a lack of political
opposition in the debating chamber and an alternative, higher status, committee which
attracted the best councillors.

Interviewees were generally positive about councillor involvement in planning, although a
minority suggested that their councillors may have too much involvement, typically seeking

Arup
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detailed briefings on planning matters from officers, or seeking to make decisions on cases
which would otherwise be determined by officers. Reasons given were that it can:

1 create administrative/support burdens for officers in the planning department, and/or
1 make it difficult to keep Planning Committee meetings to time and on topic.

Borough A: “there is a fundamental <contradicti
for community involvement and councillorin v ol ve ment [-ibrutplidannisndla®dso
good thing to involve councillors at the pre-application stage.

Interviewees reported different attitudes among councillors about the value and status of the
Planning Committee. It is:

1 seen by many as a good opportunity to take a leading role in the borough, especially in
councils with a Cabinet system of governance which offers fewer leading roles than in
the past, but

T seen by councillors in one authorifhis as a di f
borough has 100% membership of area planning committees, so ward
councillor/committee Member distinction not made, and strategic decisions are
additional to the usual caseload)

Some boroughs also consider councillor involvement in scrutiny and area plans (in addition
to DC) to be cost-effective and beneficial for the borough.

In conclusion, it would appear that experiences are mixed.

2.3 Codes of Conduct and Councillor Protocols

Most boroughs have formalised guidance for councillors with regard to their planning

functions. Most of this guidance is prepared by in-house planning and legal officers,

although a small number of boroughs reported that guidance from external sources, such as

t he , | ittt IPesitive Engagénmera:fa guede for planning councillors by ODPM,

Planning Advisory Service, LGA, RTPI, ASES and the Standards Board], is equally helpful.

A small minority reported that they don"t have
what to do" after years in post.

Interviewees referred to the multiple publications on this issue from central sources in recent
years; a few suggested that any new guide should be prepared in collaboration with others,
especially the Planning Advisory Service. Many boroughs have compulsory training
sessions for councillors on issues of probity and appropriate conduct (see Chapter 4 for
details).

Many interviewees reported that their Codes of Conduct are available on their websites,
although not all make specific reference to planning roles in particular.

Oneint ervi ewee reported that “our duty [as a pla

gui dance] which are as effective as possible”.

not expose them to possible judicial revi ew” .

2.4 Pre-application stage

2.4.1 Contact between applicants and officers

Developers expressed the view that ideally “by

nothing should be a surprise” and that continu

requires dialogue between applicants and the borough that enables applicants to

understand councillors®™ concerns before they s
Arup September 2007
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suggested that there should be a mechanism in place to warn councillors of forthcoming
applications and give them the opportunity to tell officers what they think, on the assumption
that this would then be passed on to the applicants.

Nearly all boroughs interviewed do offer some form of pre-application service for major

applicants. Many of these are considering or have already implemented charges for this

service, although they are not permitted to charge more than the cost of providing the

service. Almost all boroughs which have introduced fees for pre-application services

reported that the initialtiveCutt iwog kdown , twkeé | &>
for officers in discussing applications which are never likely to come to fruition. Many

interviewees reported that developers welcome the initiative as it offers them more of a

steer on the issues which are likely to be raised by Members on the Planning Committee at

a later stage.

Officers in some boroughs also reported low rates of refusal, due to extensive pre-
application discussions between officers and applicants. This was considered to be a good
use of officer time by one borough in particular, which reported that it sometimes negotiates
for a year in advance of submission on the largest schemes.

Examples of pre-application services offered:

Borough A

1 basic assessment of project feasibility;

1 design and access work;

1 public consultation by developers;

1 report back consultation findings to Community Forum which includes ward councillors

and Planning Committee Members: opportunity for councillors to discuss and feed back
views to proponent (may include visit to site/neighbourhood);
1 detailed discussions between applicant and officers.

Borough B

1 applicant and officer create a project plan together [the precursor to a performance
agreement], with the emphasis on the needs of the applicant;

1 applicant lists the type of information s/he is willing to provide to accompany the
application (e.g. TIA, EIA, etc), negotiated with the officer, who will advise on the types
of issues which are likely to be most problematic for the application;

1 opportunity for applicant and officer to consider whether pre-app consultation (by
applicant) would be worthwhile;

91 opportunity for applicant to make a formal presentation to councillors, which the public
may attend.

Borough C

This borough sets up a Project Team (officers from across the Environmental Services
Directorate) and prepares a Project Initiation Document in dialogue with applicant. Some
developers are willing to provide all supporting information requested by team, and to keep
to agreed timetable; others push for an earlier application date / fewer supporting
documents.

Arup September 2007
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Borough D

One of the developers reported an example where Supplementary Planning Guidance in
the form of an Area Action Plan was prepared by the council at the same time as the
developer was preparing the planning application. Continuing dialogue between the parties
throughout this period gave the developer more confidence that the application would be
successful.

It has also been suggested that the introduction of Planning Performance Agreements, as
set out by the Planning White Paper in summer 2007, will become an important element in
the pre-application process.

2.4.2 Contact between officers and councillors

Most authorities reported good relationships between councillors and officers, with high

levels of trust, although t hi s was ,i mproving"® in some authort
contact, good relationships were reported between senior officers and Planning Committee
Chairs although a small number of authorities reported some problems with newly elected
councillors who were treating officers as employees rather than potential allies. Others
reported that the advent of e-ma i | has facilitated contact
councillors frequently send informal queries to officers this way.

1]

rigl

Many boroughs have regular meetings between the Head of Planning and the Chair and
Vice Chair of the Planning Committee, to keep them up to date with emerging
developments. Some authorities also include the Leader of the Council or the Cabinet
Member for Planning in these meetings.

In one borough, the biggest applications are reported by officers to a Leaders Advisory

Board — an informal Cabinet meeting also attended by the most senior officers (Directors).

The interviewee did not consider this to be sufficient, because it is not attended by the

eventual decision-makers. In another borough, if the pre-application scheme would be

strategically significant, the Head of Planning will discuss it with the Lead Member for

Regeneration and the Leader of the Council, to ascertain whether or not they consider it to

be acceptable in principle. In another, this meeting takes the form of a Land Panel, with

several senior councillors but none who sit on the Planning Committee: the Land Panel

discusses all major applications and projects i n t he pi peli ne, and of fi
views for subsequent referral when preparing their Committee Reports.

However, some developers expressed doubts that planning officers would be able to explain
the complexities of their proposals to councillors in sufficient detail.

In several boroughs, officers give ward councillors a briefing on exceptional schemes at the
pre-application stage. These briefings may include developers, or more rarely third parties,

although almost all are led by officers. Alternatively, the meeting may be restricted to

of ficers and councillors, with officers report
applicants later.

2.4.3 Contact between applicants and councillors
Contact between applicants and councillors is more limited. One borough interviewee

considered that there is “naivety around the i
after Nolan, now we“re coming back-applicshtnot her s
invol vement is “not-applipaionstgge.i at e” at the pre

Several forms of councillor involvement were reported at the pre-application stage, in
different boroughs. Examples include:

1. Ward Councillor Briefing (a) — officers brief ward councillors about forthcoming
applications. Developers (and other parties) are permitted to attend, and may answer
factual questions if asked by ward councillors, but meeting is run by officers.

Arup September 2007
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2. Ward Councillor Briefing (b) — applicants make a presentation to ward councillors,
with or without officers present.

3. Planning and Development Forum, chaired by the Head of Planning or the Planning
Committee Chair. This extends the scope for community engagement at the pre-
application stage. Applicants sign up for this and a selection of councillors are invited to
attend. These councillors include relevant ward councillors and representatives of the
different parties on the planning committee. Planning Committee Members are
permitted to attend, but not permitted to speak - may ask questions via ward councillor
colleagues, who are permitted to ask developers about their presentations.

4. Similar to the Planning and Development Forum, another two authorities have a
Property Own er swithidckde®ntanyaotthe onajor developers in the
borough. These have a protocol to set out what developers can expect with regard to
senior officer involvement, and advice signed off by the Head of Development Control.
One senior officer reported that applicants are generally supportive of the principle,
although the advice they receive is sometimes not as clear as they would like.

5. Planning Committee Member Briefing — very large schemes: site visit held, to which
all Planning Committee Members are invited by officers. Developer/consultants may
make a presentation to councillors and officers, show a model, etc, but no debate is
entered into. Officers set out policy issues, then bring the meeting back to the
Committee chamber, where the developer presents the outline format for the application
and is then ,silenced?". is@bniing apelikety pdlidy ssues,s u mmar i
third party viewpoints and any other issues for consideration. Strong focus on factual
guestions and answers, not debates over the merits of a scheme. This was difficult for
councillors to get used to at first, but now works well. Any Members of the Planning
Committee who miss this briefing session receive extensive notes from officers prior to
the Committee meeting at which the application is due to be determined. The borough
would like to do more of these Briefings, but (officers and councillors) lack time and
resources. Developers are generally supportive of them too, as they enable pressing
issues to be raised sufficiently far in advance of the Planning Committee meeting to
allow for negotiations to be held, and meaningful changes to be made, if necessary.

6. Senior Councillor Briefing — Senior councillors may engage with external parties,
typically in a group (especially for the most strategic schemes, when this group is likely
to include Executive Members, Cabinet, and Lead Members). They can subsequently
brief colleagues, but only on the facts of the case — no value judgement is attached.
Developers also suggested that the Leader of the Council should be involved in
discussions (with the developer) before the very largest proposals are made public.

7. Full Council Briefing - In some boroughs, if a developer is proposing major strategic
applications, officers may allow developers to make a presentation to the full Council, to
raise awareness of the likely application and heart he Counci |l “s response
degrees of take-up are reported and some schemes arouse more councillor interest
than others.

8. Land Panel — senior councillors (none on the Planning Committee itself) meeting on a
monthly basis hear a presentation from three or four developers and provide feedback
on their schemes®" general acceptability. Thi :
conversation but is thought to be useful to developers as it raises issues that may not
have been covered elsewhere. Planning officers are present throughout.

One borough suggested that, although contact between councillors and applicants at the
pre-application stage is limited, officers and councillors have a sufficiently close relationship

Arup September 2007
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that officers can tell what council or s* concerns are |likely to be
scheme.

Anotherwas aware that “other boroughs all ow more i
there was “nothing stopping” any councillor frr
applicantor agent as |l ong as they operated within t

protocol and the Code of Conduct, which place restrictions on Planning Committee
Members in particular.

Several boroughs reported that developers have attempted to engage with the Leader of the
Council (in the form of a direct approach by telephone or letter). Leaders typically take these
requests to Heads of Planning for them to address, and are reportedly very cautious, not
putting themselves in a difficult position.

Another borough® generally seeks to |limit the direct ir
until the Committee stage”. Their Planning Cod
not engage with applicants or third parties until they have all the facts to hand (i.e. at

Committee meeting).

Another interviewee suggested that his borough was now too cautious about controlling the
activities of its councillors, however, and th
keep themselves out of difficult situations.

There is a wide variety of practice across London. Developers would welcome greater
uniformity of pre-application procedures across London as they consider that this would
assist them in their work, and could lead to a more efficient planning application process
altogether.

2.5 Notification of councillors about forthcoming applications

Boroughs often draw a distinction between pre-application notification, and notification after
an application has been validated.

2,51 Pre-application notification

Most boroughs tend to notify only the most senior planning councillors of schemes which
are shortly to be submitted to the council. However, one prepares a short quarterly report for
all councillors on the progress of major sites in the borough, and considers this to be a good
way to keep councillors informed about major schemes which are likely to come forward.
Another sends weekly reports to councillors with a summary of all fee-earning pre-
application advice that has been issued, as an early warning to councillors, although a
senior officer in this borough reported that councillors rarely ask for more details on these
schemes.

2.5.2 Post-application notification

If a councillor is already aware that an application is in preparation, or an application is of
particular significance, some boroughs contact them directly when it arrives. This is
especially common if the applicant has secured press attention or the site or scheme is
particularly sensitive: councillors like to be forewarned of any potential public concerns.

Otherwise, councillors typically receive a weekly notice of all the applications which have
been submitted in their ward. These usually come via e-mail, although some boroughs
reported that a few of their Members use IT less so send out hard copies to those
individuals.

Ward councillors receive the same statutory notification as any other recognised
stakeholder in the area. Planning Committee Members will receive more information in due
course, in the form of any papers (e.g. officer reports) appended to the Planning Committee
agenda.

Arup
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One borough sends ward councillors a copy of every objection letter received from their
ward, to enable them to keep abreast of public opinion.

2.6 Between application submission and planning committee meeting

Boroughs which have already been negotiating with developers on major schemes generally
continue to do so, although some interviewees did report that if the submission does not
take into account the concerns they expressed at the pre-application stage, they are not
inclined to continue with negotiations.

Contact at this stage is generally limited to officers as a result of concerns about fettering
Member s* discretion. One borough suggested tha
contacting an applicant with suggestions, or contacting officers with complaints, as long as
they are not actually lobbying officers or other Members.| n s o me b imforonatipm-s |,
gat her i ng o arepeenittédnag are presentations from applicants, but Members
must be careful not to express views or give advice. Guidance is available to Members in

the form of protocols.

Where applicable, councillors also have the same level of access as the general public to
online planning systems, such as the Planning Portal, which include all relevant information
on applications which are awaiting determination. Further information is also available to
councillors via minutes of Committee meetings and, in some boroughs, a weekly list of
delegated decisions.

In one example, this list of delegated decisions comprises a list of applications which
officers are minded to determine. councillors may request a call-in at this point — ward
councillors must give a reason for calling anything in; Committee Members have no such
requirement (and it might fetter their discretion if they did). Call-in requests can be cancelled
if the councillor is subsequently satisfied by discussions with officers that their query has
been resolved.

One borough convenes a Planning Panel for the most contentious of cases, to allow for a
continuing formal contact between applicants, objectors and councillors prior to the Planning
Committee meeting. These are held between 6 and 8 times a year, on average. The need
for a Planning Panel is identified by the Planning Committee, which elects 3-5 Committee
Members to serve on it. It can be chaired by either the lead political party or an opposition
party councillor, and a mutually convenient meeting date is identified. The Panel meeting is
held in a venue close to the proposed site (or the community that would be most affected).
The applicant presents the proposed scheme to the Panel, who then ask questions. Any
resident/local interest group can then also ask a question, as long as this was tabled in
advance of the meeting. Then questions are taken from the floor, if time permits. Panel
meetings typically last 2-3 hours in total. Formal minutes are prepared, and are submitted to
the full Planning Committee. This process is considered to be beneficial for several reasons:
councillors and the public get to hear a lot more information about a proposal; officers get a
very clear wunder st andiisnsgu eosf* paurbel iacb lve etwes ;b e, nroens
Committee meeting; and applicants get the opportunity to respond to criticism and/or modify
their application.

Another borough convenes a Development Control Forum in relation to large-scale or
contentious schemes. The Forum does not reach a decision about an application, and it is
not intended for discussion on the merits of a planning application. Instead, it is an
opportunity for the developer or agent to present their scheme to councillors and the public,
and for all participants to ask questions about the application. ward councillors and all
Members of the Planning Committee are invited to attend, and the meeting is held within
two weeks of an application being submitted. The decision to hold a DC Forum is triggered
either by agreement between the Chair of the Planning Committee and the Head of
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Planning, or at the submission of a petition with at least 25 signatories requesting one. The

meeting is chaired by a senior officer, within the boundaries set down in a formal protocol,

which is available on the borough®"s website in
applications are considered at any Forum meeting, and may each be discussed for up to an

hour and a half. The DC Forum is popular with councillors, who generally use it to ask

guestions rather than to seek changes to a proposal. After the meeting is over, however,

councillors will inform officers of any concerns they may have.

In other boroughs, and more generally across London, developers reported that it is at this
stage, between submission and determination, where they find it most difficult to maintain a

dialogue with the planning authorityatcounci | | or | evel . Some queried
change® after an application is submitted.
2.7 Conclusions

There are many arrangements and examples of good practice for councillors being well-
informed of appl i ca rapplicatiopstagepAdss, inls@ne cases,there pr e
are carefully managed arrangements for applicants to present their schemes to councillors.
Rightly, these arrangements ensure that councillors do not commit themselves to a

particular point of view, leaving it to officers to continue their negotiations with potential

applicants.

Once an application has been submitted there is more caution among the boroughs about
contact between applicants and councillors.

There are examples of what would appear to be good practice in ensuring that when
applications come to committee, the Members have had some opportunity of understanding
the scheme in advance of formal determination.
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3 Planning Committee proceedings

3.1 Planning committee meetings

3.11 Pre-meetings

Most interviewees reported that they hold some form of pre-Committee meeting with the
Chair, Vice Chair and possibly other senior councillors. A few boroughs reported that all
Members of the Planning Committee are invited to these meetings.

Typically, the Head of Planning will discuss a draft agenda for the forthcoming Committee
meeting, highlighting applications which are expected to attract the most attention on the
night, and summarising the main issues in relation to these. Many boroughs also tell the
Committee what the officer recommendation is expected to be in relation to each case
(typically including this information in the draft Committee Report), which gives Members the
time to consider whether they would be minded to agree with the officer recommendation in
advance of the meeting. This would not work if Members were only partially informed of the
case.

However, in many other boroughs the only formal pre-meeting takes place between the
Head of Planning and the Committee Chair. This is a review of agenda items and upcoming
cases.

In some boroughs, ward councillors are encouraged to approach officers in advance of the
committee meeting, especially if they have factual queries or seek clarifications about a
scheme, but merit issues are not welcome for discussion. These must be kept for the end of
the Committee meeting itself.

3.2 Configuration of committee(s)

There is wide variation in the proportion of all councillors that have a seat on a planning
committee (see table overleaf).

Some senior officers suggested that having a smaller number of Committees would lead to

more consistent decision-ma ki ng across their borough. Howeve
leadership may be resistant to such change. There is also the consideration that in Cabinet-

style boroughs, the number of decision-making roles for councillors is reduced, which can

make a seat on a Planning Committee (including an Area or Sub-Committee) relatively

attractive.

In boroughs with a very high percentage of ward councillors on a Planning Committee, it has

been reported thatsomecounci | | ors have “considerable diffi
and Committee roles. This is expressed in several different ways, from the councillors who

choose to abstain from voting at Committee, or avoid taking any involvement at all, to a

smallnumber who get “significantly invol ved but
vote when the application reaches the Committee.

Further information on selected boroughs is presented below Table 1, for the purposes of
comparison.
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Table 1: Planning Committee Structures in London

Borough Total Strategic/overall Area/ Total councillors Proportion of
councillors planning committee subordinate/ with a planning full Council
(M = number of sub decision role with a
committee committee(s) planning
members) (size) decision role
A 60 1 (16M) 5 (12M) 60 100%
B 48 none 4 (6M, +6 48 (including 100%
reserves) reserves)
C 53 1 (20M + 1 vacancy) 1(12) 31 (shared Chair) 58%
D 63 1 (15M) 3 (7M, on ave) 36 57%
E 63 1 (10M) 3 (7TM) 31 49%
F 51 2 (14M) none 20" 40%
G 69 1 (12M from pool of none 26 38%
26)
H 58 1 (22M) none 22 38%
I 50 approx 1(@a7m) none 17 34%
J 56 approx 1 (9M) 1 (9M) 18 32%
K 60 1 (6M) 3 (4M) 18 30%
L 54 1 (16M) none 16 30%
M 100 1 (29M) none 29 29%
N 63 1(17M) none 17 27%
@] 54 1 (10M from pool of none 14 26%
14)
P 70 approx 1 (10M, +6 reserves) none 16 (including (23%)
reserves)
Q 63 1 (14M) none 14 22%
R 60 1(12Mm) none 12 20%
S 43 1 (8M) none 8 19%
T 54 1 (10M) none 10 18%
U 60 1(10but1 none 9 15%
abstention)
Vv 63 2 (same 9M on each) none 9 14%
W 63 2 (5M) none 8 (shared Chair 13%

and VC)

Borough B: all councillors take decisions on planning applications, as part of 4

neighbourhoodco mmi tt ees and may also sit on a ,parent

! Numbers do not add because the two Committees share the same four senior people (Chair, Vice Chair, Lead
Member for Regeneration and Leader of the Council): only 10 different members on each Committee.
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strategic schemes). The DCC meets on a 6-week cycle. Decisions for referral to the DCC
are identified according to a series of criteria. Strategic schemes are discussed by the
neighbourhood committee, where a recommendation is made; this recommendation is
reported to the DCC when the application gets to Committee. Members of the relevant Area
Committee who also sit on the DCC may attend the neighbourhood committee meeting
where the strategic application is discussed, but are not allowed to participate in the
neighbourhood committee debate if they wish to vote at DCC. The neighbourhood
committee model is very resource-intensive and, at some meetings, up to 50% of
applications are determined contrary to officer recommendations.

Borough D: about 5 years ago, this authority used to have 7 Area Committees. It has now
reduced this to 3, with 1 borough-wide Committee for strategic applications.

Borough E: Main Planning & Environment Committee does most of the major applications,
butsub-c o mmi tt ees deal wit h Il-comnsteas are satojitonrtte” . T he s e
basis of parliamentary wards (3 in total).

Borough F: there are 2 equal Committees, with a geographic remit. There are 14

councillors per Committee, although 4 of these councillors are the same on each Committee

(Leader of Council, Lead Member for Regeneration, Chair and Vice Chair), so 20 councillors

in total have a planning role. Some Committee Members come from the wards covered by

their Committee, but never more than 1 from any ward, so there are only minimal problems

of councillors with dual ward and Committee roles, and there are always 2 ward councillors

remainingt o represent constituents® views if requir

Borough P: if a Committee Member sees an upcoming application about which they would
wish to strongly support or oppose, they will nominate a substitute councillor to sit on the
Committee, so that they are free to comment.

Borough T: the Regulatory Services Committee (RSC) is the planning committee, with a

delegation rate of about 92%. The RSC meets every 3 weeks, with a further set of quarterly
meetings to monitor enforcement, appeals etc. Planning has a high profile, and councillors

enjoy being on the planning committee, finding it interesting. The 10 Members of the RSC

are: Chair, VC and 5 other councillors; 3represent at i ves from residents*”

One borough interviewee considered that the quality of debate at Planning Committee has
declined over the past decade, attributing this to the advent of the Cabinet system, which
has attracted very capable councillors to Cabinet posts, away from the Planning Committee,
and increasing caution about appropriate roles for councillors.

3.2.1 Who is allowed to speak
The typical format of a Planning Committee meeting is:

91 officer(s) present the scheme, possibly with PowerPoint or other graphic presentation
package (or scale model), often including photographs of the site from different
viewpoints and a map showing the red line boundary (at least);

1 objector(s) have the opportunity to speak, as long as they notify the borough in
advance. Almost all boroughs interviewed now allow public speaking, although most
impose a time limit on the length of the objection;

91 supporter/applicant has the right to reply, usually for the same length of time as the
objector has spoken;

1 Ward councillors may speak, generally without time limit but often on the understanding
that each will only speak once;

1 Committee debate and opportunity for Committee Members to ask for factual
clarifications (usually directing their questions at officers);
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1 voting.
Variations include:

1 order of agenda: some boroughs hear applications with the highest levels of public
interest first;

1 order of speakers: ward councillors sometimes speak after Committee debate (other
boroughs had stopped this as it was felt to reopen debate). One borough hears the view
which opposes the officer recommendation first (i.e. objectors, if minded to allow;
applicant, if minded to refuse). One borough has officers presenting after the applicant
and objectors have been heard. Another expects applicants to speak before objectors,
requiring them to pre-empt the objections;

91 scale of application: major applications typically merit longer presentations, with
extensions beyond set times at the Chair

s di

1 length of presentations: typically 3-5 minutes per viewpoint, but the number of speakers
varies, as well as the extent to which they are expected to collaborate on a presentation
within the given timescale;

I advance notice from public participants: some boroughs require objectors to put down
their case in writing in advance (several days before Committee); others ask for a show
of hands at the start of the Committee meeting to find out how many people wish to
speak on a particular item;

1 advance notice from ward councillors: several boroughs require ward councillors to ask
for permission to speak;

91 right of reply: some boroughs do not allow applicant to say anything once their
presentation is over;

1 questions by councillors: some boroughs allow ward councillors to question presenters;
most do not.

Developerssuggeste d t hat ther e shoulodf fb'e psooimet ,f obreny oconfd |
further objections to a proposal would not be accepted for consideration. This would enable
applicants to prepare a response to all objections prior to the Planning Committee meeting.

They also suggested that the time constraints inherent in an evening Planning Committee
meeting should mean that the most complex schemes might merit a special meeting, or a
split session, or a series of sessions, to enable all the issues to be discussed in appropriate
detail. One developer suggested that one of these could be held on the proposed site.

One interviewee suggested that councillors have tended to adopt a more measured oratory
style now that the Planning Committee meetings are available on the internet via a webcam.
Several boroughs have reported that their archive of webcam Committee meeting footage is
surprisingly popular, as it enables any absent party to catch up on the proceedings.

One senior officer considered that a firm Chair is the critical factor in the success of
Committee meetings: “firmer Chairs get a bette
track and not allowing it to degenerate into a dialogue across the floor. Another noted that a

strong Chair had been able to stop councillors from cross-examining objectors and

applicants, saving time in Committee meetings.

3.2.2 Party politics
Most boroughs reported that they re-elect the Planning Committee on an annual basis
(every May), and the political make-up of this Committee reflects that of the wider Council.
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Sever al boroughs reported that party politics
at Committee. In the Corporation of London, this is because all councillors are

independently elected. In other boroughs, this may be because one party has an

overwhelming majority. One borough reported that an overwhelming majority was actually

leading diminished debate and a slip in the quality of planning decision-making, as there

was nobody to challenge the majority to make their decisions robustly. Another suggested

that political agendas were not always party-specific: disagreements between members of

the same party may be just as bad as inter-party disagreements (if not worse), especially if

there is a hung council.

Elsewhere, there may be more politically-influenced debate. For example, where political
control shifted at the May 2006 elections, Planning Committees (or sub-committees) are
expected to determine applications in accordance with development plans that were drawn
up under the previous administration, which creates a greater risk of decisions going against
officer recommendation if new councillors decide to make a stand against the previous
political leadership. For example, several boroughs reported that Area Committees or sub-
Committees have a greater tendency make decisions contrary to adopted policy if they are
led by a minority party on the council.

3.2.3 Who is allowed to vote

Most boroughs allow all Members of the Planning Committee to vote, as long as they have

no conflicts of interest, and have been present in the Chamber for the duration of the debate

on a particular site. Some boroughs reported t
determining who is allowed to vote. Usually a legal officer is also present and may advise if
necessary. Others reported that planning training was compulsory for Committee Members

before they were entitled to take up their seats on the Committee (see chapter 4 for more on

training initiatives).

Some interviewees noted that they do not currently have a requirement for councillors to be
present for the duration of the debate; most of these suggested that perhaps they should,
although in practice it already ,g9go0es without

No borough limited voting to councillors who had been to a site visit, if one was held: one
interviewee suggested that such a restriction
the voluntary nature of site visits in most if not all boroughs. Several boroughs noted that

they do not require councillors to hear two halves of a deferred debate, either, although the

second half usually begins with a recap of the first in sufficient detail to allow any councillor

to follow the debate in full.

3.24 Site visits

Most boroughs reported that site visits are increasingly rare. However, councillors are
expected to be sufficiently familiar with a site before the application gets to Committee.
Senior planning officers often cited the use of digital photography, video and PowerPoint
presentations at Committee which has reduced the need for Committee Members to actually
visit sites. One borough reported that Planning Deliver Grant funding had enabled them to
purchase digital cameras for officers, which had made a big difference: some site visits have
been requested since this was introduced, but officers are now confident in turning them
down unless the case is exceptional.

Other boroughs have amended their procedures to discourage councillors from requesting
site visits once the application gets to Committee. More than half no longer allow deferrals
for the sole purpose of making a site visit. In one of the boroughs interviewed, councillors
are not allowed to request a deferral if they previously failed to attend a visit which has
already taken place.
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The decreasing frequency of deferrals for site visits is commonly attributed by interviewees

to the implementation of performance targets for determination times (13 weeks for major
applications). Senior officers spoke of councillor support for this, one suggesting that the

|l ower rates of deferral for site visits today
our performance targets”

Where site visits take place, the following format is typical:
1 appropriate sites are identified by Committee Chair and /or officers;
1 officers arrange visit and accompany councillors to site;

1 asmall number of councillors attend (in some exceptional cases, such as applications
relating to the Olympic Park, a full Committee may be expected to attend);

1 discussions are limited to officers pointing out key features of the site and its
surroundings to councillors;

1 applicants tend to only be involved where they are required to enable site access. On
rare occasions, they may be permitted to make a factual presentation but officers are
keen to prevent this from becoming a lobbying opportunity;

9 third parties are rarely involved, although some boroughs do invite them along as well.

One borough has a visiting sub-committee, made up of nominated Members of the Planning
Committee, which carries out any visits which the Planning Committee considers necessary.
Another Committee delegates a group of officers to attend in its place, and report back.

One borough holds regular site visits, encompassing many of the sites to be discussed at
the next Committee meeting. It sets the date for its next site visit at the preceding
Committee meeting, to enable as many Committee Members as possible to attend.

3.3 Conclusions on planning committees

There are some key issues coming out of the study in relation to the work of planning
committees.

Pre-committee briefing of the chair and others is common place. This is sometimes used for
the chair to warn officers of councillors" rea

The size of committees also varies greatly as does the frequency, albeit most are on a three
or four week cycle.

In most boroughs officers present the scheme at committee, third parties and ward
councillors have an opportunity to speak with the applicant having a right to reply before the
committee debate the application and form a decision.

It is normal for all councillors of the committee to be allowed to vote as long as they do not
have a conflict of interest, and irrespective in most cases as to whether they have received
adequate training.
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4 Training

4.1 Councillor training requirements

Training is required for new councillors and to update existing councillors on new policy and
procedures.

Planning Committee Members are typically appointed on an annual basis, although many

boroughs re-appoint Members for several consecutive years. Some boroughs reported that

new Members were typically ,keen and ready to
Members initially struggle with the complexity of the system.

Similarly, where the same Members had been on the Planning Committee for many years,
some officers considered them to be a helpful element of continuity, while others were of the
view that some Members may no longer be open to evolving policy or new ideas.

Consequently, there are a range of training requirements which boroughs may be expected
to meet. This leads to a wide variety of training subjects and methods, although there are a
number of common elements. All these are discussed in more detail below.

4.2 Topics for training sessions

All boroughs who were interviewed for this study reported that they offer some form of

councillor training, on several planning-related subjects. Some of these sessions are

provided more than once a year; others are put together on an ad hoc basis, in response to

requests from councillors or needs identified by officers. Topics are typically agreed

bet ween councillors and officersegatl tdllugh som
especially those relating to internal procedures.

It is worth differentiating between process-based and topic-based training sessions. One

senior officer suggesdoendliiorshabdo bereofmeapltanerpst
councillors do need to understand the decision-making process, the planning policy

framework and what is a material consideration.

Procedural issues currently offered by at least one borough

Planning Protocol / Code of Conduct

Probity

Scrutiny procedures

New councillor induction

Policy basis for DC decisions: what constituli
Planning Law / Role of Ombudsman — in association with Borough Solicitor

Standards / Appeals

LDFs / new planning system / introduction to planning

London Pl an / Mayor“s power s
Planning Conditions
Permitted Development Rights

Introduction to Building Control

=A =4 =4 =4 -4 -4 -4 -4 -4 -4 -4 A -

Enforcement / Licensing
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Topic-based training currently offered by at least one borough
1 Urban design, e.g. -
1 external speakers (e.g. Urban Design London)

f tour of ,good, b adthisfgringftraingng woaldsappear b or o
to be increasingly widespread, as it is popular with councillors and officers

1 design quality

9 tall buildings

1 daylight / shading

1 Design Champion appointed and encouraged to attend external training
1 E-planning /IT

Development finance — this was identified by developers as a very important issue: the
effect of delays on the overall viability of a scheme is critical, but is currently poorly
understood by many councillors (and officers)

Telecoms

Sustainability

Housing / affordable housing / housing targets / housing design quality
Regeneration / economic regeneration

l
l
l
l
1 Transport and parking — in association with Highways/Transportation colleagues
l

Conservation
For example:

Borough A: Planning Committee Members need to know more about the policy
background, and need a better understanding of the role of the planning system.

Borough B: possibly* t oo much” training offered, so the ¢
training sessions, to give councillors time to reflect. Prefers to run its own sessions rather

than employing external consultants/facilitators/barristers, because staff know more about
locally-speci fic issues and the borough®"s own pract

Borough C: offers training in collaboration with other departments, e.g. Corporate
Governance (legal and democratic services) staff on the Planning Code of Conduct. It
makes training available to all councillors, and modules repeated every 6 months. The
interviewee was disappointed by the take-up, although planning department training is
apparently among the most popular with councillors.

Borough D: training for officers, in the form of a series of 90-minute lunchtime seminars, is
being opened up to councillors as well. The borough is focusing on internal speakers at the
moment, but planning to expand to include external speakers in 2008. Other officer training /
team building events are remaining closed to councillors, on the basis that officers are more

receptive if they are not still feeling they"r
BoroughE: “ Trevor Roberts is an unsung hero of Br
training courses for councillors and officers which are updated regularly and good value for
money.

4.3 Format of training sessions

The format of training sessions varies between boroughs, and according to what is most
appropriate for the particular subject matter. Examples include:
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1  2-hour interactive session, with introductory presentation from lead officers before
moving on to activities including role play and worked examples from the borough

1 1-hour meeting immediately before Planning Committee meeting

f 20-mi nutesi,zd"t epresentati ons at the end of
(immediately prior to lunch)

1 Councillor tours of the borough, (e.g. to revisit development which has been permitted
after Committee debate, or examples of outstanding urban design) — these are
especially popular with councillors as they allow officers to demonstrate the physical
manifestation of councillor decisions

1 Stand-alone evening training, on a different night from the Planning Committee

1 Compulsory weekend of training shortly after local council elections, prior to first
Planning Committee meeting

1 Full day training session (reportedly unsuccessful, on that occasion)
1 Website, for sole use of councillors

9 visits to the Planning Department for all newly elected councillors, to meet officers and
find out what they do

1 presentation to full Council by officers

4.4 Training providers

As well as in-house training courses, many boroughs have employed external trainers in
recent years. These include Planning Aid for London; Planning Advisory Service; Addison
Associates and Trevor Roberts.

Advantages of external trainers were reported as:

1 Deployment of topic-specific expertise

T Creation of an ,event

1 The training organisation becomes a key source of information, and this can lead to
consistency across London, if consulted by many boroughs

1 May save officer time (although not all interviewees agreed!)

Disadvantages were reported as:

1 Trainers may lack knowledge of the local context and local sensitivities in particular
1 May still take up a lot of officer time

M Does not build relations between officers and councillors as well as an officer-led
session would

1 Some councillors are nervous about receiving advice from external trainers if officers
are not present

There was some criticism that current training materials from national or London-wide
providers are not sufficient. For example:

T Planning Aid / CPRE document o-rthisjsRdwaumafi n g

print and out of date; one borough is rewriting its own version for a training session in
November 2007

T . Planning-&iogwpil déifadr councillors" (2085)
at 37 pages t h-itsooi sma“nnyo tu nsniempelsesary wor ds
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prefertosee ,si mple but sophisticated" courses ol
concept of making decisions in accordance with policy while assessing all applications

on their merits. The White Paper is making things even more difficult by introducing

concept of economic considerations too.

1 RTPI annual conference - this is considered suitable for Cabinet Members, but not for
rank and file councillors: running to several days, it is too long, and does not present
enough practical details for the typical Planning Committee Member to be worthwhile.

4.5 Attendance

Most boroughs reported fairly modest attendance at the majority of their (non-compulsory)
training sessions, although there were a few exceptions.

Borough A: the latest enforcement training was attended by 20 out of 50 councillors — a
good turnout, and they considered it useful — who asked for a further session, on appeals,
as a result.

Borough B: annual planning training day event has take-up of around 50% (not particularly

good, considering all councillors are planning decision-makers in this borough); topic-
specific short sessions also undertaken (e.g.
telecommunications) but attendance is patchy: for example, a previous telecoms training

session was arranged at the request of councillors, but only 3 turned up to the event.

Borough C: with the arrival of the new administration (May 2006), the borough employed
the Planning Cooperative to run a training course for all new councillors, not just the
PlanningCommi t t ee. Thi s-avaentdfedirrl ynwelplite of being

Borough D: around 50% of the Planning Committee attend training events. These are often

held 1 hour prior to evening Committee meetings, to encourage attendance, but around

50% of the Committee Members have jobs as well, so are not always able to come early.

The general feeling of the interviewee i s tha
training”.

BoroughE:t he councillors are “entlkesinagtoi be dleddte
informed about these big decisions that they h

Borough F: training is compulsory for new Planning Committee Members, but after the
induction training, “somepsessienst oo busy to atte

Borough G: attendance is compulsory for all councillors, who require permission from the
Leader of the Council if they wish to miss a session, although senior officers query the
effectiveness of this, suggesting that attendees may not be giving it their full attention.

4.6 Incentives

Boroughs were asked whether there were any incentives for councillors to undergo training
in planning matters. Many replied that they did not feel it necessary or appropriate to offer
formal incentives, for a variety of reasons:

Borough A: Councillors are not allowed to sit on DC Committee until training has been
undertaken. New Committee Members get one-to-one training, which is considered to be
more effective than simply passing on a pile of reading material.

Borough B: recent elections brought an influx of new, keen councillors — a good audience
to work with. The only incentive required is t

BoroughC:i t i s exceptionally difficul-sdmewet- get ¢
established councillors think they already understand all the issues and the current
administration would prefer not to have any training because it would be difficult to
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introduce. There was a “gener al reluctance” of
feel insulted at the suggestion that their knowledge is deficient.

4.7 Alternatives

One of the developers suggested founding a national/London-wide planning qualification for
councillors, from a basic Level 1 (for all councillors) through Level 2 (Planning Committee

Members) to Level 3 (Planning Committee Chairs). It was suggested that this could be

linked to an existing training provider such as Westminster University, Bartlett School of

Pl anning (UCL), South Bank University, plannin

4.8 Summary conclusions on training

No one that took part in the survey doubted the importance of training for councillors.
Generally training is provided in procedural issues, with topic based-training in some
boroughs. Organised tours around the borough, and indeed to other boroughs, to see good
and bad examples of development are both useful and popular with councillors.

As well as in-house training courses many boroughs use external trainers when this shows
a clear advantage.
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Conclusions and Recommendations

51 Conclusions

Many of the issues discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 reflect the importance of good working
relationships between officers and councillors. As one senior planning officer, currently
undergoing a restructuring of talthataffccerdahdo r
councillors know their respective rol es,
interests”

It is clear that major applicants would welcome further opportunities to explain their
proposals to decision-makers, both pre- and post-application submission, so as to receive
feedback on their proposals and to enter into further negotiation with planning officers where
necessary. This would suggest an increased number of opportunities for councillor
involvement, albeit within clear guidelines governing the expectations which are placed
upon all parties (developers, officers and councillors).

Site visits by officers have always been a part of the normal processing of applications —
and the survey has shown no change in practice. Site visits by councillors have, in the past,
often been triggered by debate in Committee but increasingly officers and councillors are
identifying the need for them to be actioned earlier. But is worrying that on some major
schemes in some boroughs a site visit does not take place. This would seem to deny the
opportunity for councillors to have a common understanding of the scheme and its setting. It
also denies the applicant the opportunity to explain what may be very complex proposals.

Councillors, officers and potential applicants require clear guidance on what is required of
them during the planning process; a high level of professionalism; a working knowledge of
the planning system (including the evolving procedural and policy contexts) and clearly-
defined lines of engagement. Some of these have been addressed in guidance which has
been published in the past three years; others are more effectively developed through
proactive training initiatives.

Once again there is variety in both the way in which committees work and the size by
committee. There is clearly no right or wrong answer but as there are normally several
councillors representing each ward, then it would seem sensible to have a planning
committee which is small enough so that it allows non-members of the planning committee
to undertake their ward councillor duties. In this way planning committee members are not
fettered in their judgement by having to look after their ward interests as well as their
authority wide planning committee interests.

Chapter 4 described the training currently carried out by the boroughs interviewed for this
study. Again there is much variety but also much enthusiasm and support for proper and
adequate training. Delivering that training is more varied and complex. Much is provided in-
house and in that way can be tailored to the local circumstances and requirements. It also
makes it more convenient to provide training for all councillors of the planning committee
and even all members of the council, most of whom will engage with the planning process
that sometime. Examples were also provided with a training has been successfully provided
by external sources.

5.2 Recommendations

i nvol

and

The survey has shown that many boroughs have procedures in place for ensuring pre-
application discussions between officers and councillors. There are also several good
examples were applicants have an opportunity to explain their proposals to councillors both
before the formal submission of an application and also, in some cases, while an application
is being processed but prior to determination. The practices vary widely and it is important,

Arup
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particularly for those boroughs that do not encourage contact between developers and
councillors, to be able to assess the way this issue is tackled in some of the other boroughs.
It would therefore seem sensible to publish good practice guidance, highlighting that there
are several procedures which could be treated as a menu of opportunities for better or
improved practices.

It is therefore recommended that good practice guidance should be published in a short,
shappy, easy-to-read form that will be helpful to councillors and officers in judging for

themselves whether there are any opportunities for improving their own practices and how
training can best be provided for all councillors, especially those on Planning Committees

September 2007
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Methodology

Local authority interviews

A total of 24 interviews were carried out with senior planning officers, usually the Head of Planning
or equivalent, at the following boroughs. We are grateful for their assistance.

Barking Barnet Bexley

Camden Croydon Corporation of London
Ealing Enfield Hammersmith & Fulham
Haringey Harrow Havering

Hounslow Islington Kensington & Chelsea
Kingston upon Thames Lambeth Merton

Newham Redbridge Richmond

Sutton Tower Hamlets Westminster

A very similar interview with Lewisham was also carried out recently, in relation to a related project;
findings from this have also been incorporated into the current report.

The aim of the interviews was to find out how different boroughs approach the issue of councillor
involvement in planning decision-making, and what sort of training they offer their councillors on
planning matters. The interviews were semi-structured discussions, based around a series of
questions (attached at Appendix C). If an interviewee went into great detail about one element of
current practice, there was not always time to cover the other issues in as much detail.

Industry seminar

A breakfast seminar, hosted by the London Communications Agency, was held to discuss the
devel opment industry®s perspective. This was atten
companies. We are grateful for their assistance.

CB Richard Ellis Gerald Eve Land Securities
P&O Developments Quintain

Steering Group

In addition, several Steering Group meetings have been held during the project. The Steering Group
includes representatives of the following organisations. We are also grateful for their input.

Argent Association of London Borough Planning Officers
British Land Government Office for London
London Councils London First

London Communications Agency

Arup August 2007
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Introduction letter from London Councils

LONDON
COUNCILS

Contact: Alan Edwards

Direct line: 020 7934 9911

Fax:

Email: Alan.e@londoncouncils. gov.uk
Our

reference:

Date: 18 June 2007

Dear Colleague
Councillor involvement in planning

London Councils, in collaboration with GOL and London First, have appointed Arup to undertake a
study of elected councillors’ involvement in planning decisions, and the forms of training that are
currently available to enable them to make high quality decisions.

The key aim of the research is to collate information on the extent of councillor involvement in
planning decisions in each Borough, to gain an understanding of procedures across London, and to
identify good practice examples which may benefit any Borough which is considering procedural
changes. The second aim of the research is to find out what forms of planning training are offered to
members by the different Boroughs. The final report will be made available to all London Boroughs.
The enclosed briefing note has further details.

The first stage of the research will be to collate and analyse procedural information and senior
officers’ experience of member involvement in planning decision-making. To this end, Arup is hoping
to conduct a telephone interview with the Head of Planning/Chief Planner at each London Borough,
at a mutually convenient time during the next four weeks. The interview would last up to 45 minutes
and would be strictly confidential.

Iwould be obliged if you could assist with this research. The findings will help to identify practices
which successfully balance the need for a detailed understanding of each planning application
against the requirements for probity and democratic accountability. We hope they will feed into the
ongoing improvements of the London planning system and help to shape emerging planning policy
at the national scale.

If you have any questions about the project aims or methodalogy, please don't hesitate to contact
the Arup project manager, Jillian Hastings, by email: jillian.hastings@arup.com .

Yours sincerely

Michael Snyder
Lead Member for Planning
London Councils

London Councls, 597 &

el 020 7834 900 Fax (020 7954 2001 mal infoondoncouncils ok Wb vrvewiondancouncls: gov. ik

Arup

August 2007
Page B1



London Councils, London First, GOL Councillor Involvement in Planning
Stage 1 Report

ARUP

Briefing note from Arup

Councillor Invelvement in Planning in London
June 2007

Planning decision-making

There is increasing discussion about the role of councillors in planning, most recently in the Barker repor.
Concerns about probity following the earlier Nolan report have led to sensitivity about the involvement of
elected members in major planning applications. In today's complex and legal planning environment, an
increasing emphasis is placed upon pre-application discussion and consukation with officers, but members
can be called upon to determine major applications en the basis of very long committee repoerts, with little or
sometimes no engagement with the applicant or an opportunity to obtain an early and detailed understanding
of the project and its evolution. This can have implications for the quality of discussions in the committee
chamber and may also slow down the decision.

In a changing planning ervironment and a rapidly evolving national and local policy context, it is crucial that
councillers are equipped to fully understand the implications of the applications they determine. This can take
place through member training initiatives, led by outside parties or the boroughs themselves. Most planning
authorities offer some form of training, with varying levels of interest from members, but training is of
increasing importance.

Aims of the research

Arup has been commissioned by GOL, London Councils and London First to undertake a study of the extent of
elected councillors’ involvement in planning decisions, and the levels of member training that are currently
available. The first stage of the research will be to understand what London Boroughs currently do. When and
how do members currently get involved in major planning applications, particularly in pre-application
discussions? How effective is this involvement considered to be? What kind of training is offered to members?
Te what extent is this taken up, and to what extent dees it add value for councillors on the planning

commitiee ?

The second stage of the research will build on these findings to establish guidelines for goed practice in
member involvement and member training. The intention is to prepare a short document which highlights good
practice examples and guidelines for London Boroughs who are considering procedural changes. All
reporting will be confidential: no comments will be attributable to any individual or local authority.

Local authority interviews

The main element of this research is to interview chief planning officers (or heads of development control) in
each London Bereugh to establish factual information about their authority's approach to planning decision-
making.

These interviews will take place by telephone in the first instance, and the researchers hope to select a small
number of boroughs for follow-up visits, for example where planning authorities have adopted a novel
approach or one which is considered to be particularly successful. The team will be looking for examples of
good practice, positive outcomes and useful lessons.

Guidance note

The output of this research will be a short document which summarises the different approaches to member
invelvement in planning in Lendon, where these are considered to be successful, and illustrates them by a
selection of good practice examples. Individual authorities will not be named, unless they wish to be.

Project time scale
The research interviews will take place in July and August 2007, with the summary report due for publication in
the autumn.

Contact

If you would like further infermation about any aspect of this research, please contact Jillian Hastings (Project
Manager) at Arup, 13 Fitzroy Street, London W1T 4BQ. Telephone 020 7755 2072 or e-mail
jillizn.hastings@arup.com .
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Please note: these questions formed the basis for the telephone interview which were carried out
with the Chief Planner of each London borough. Key questions are shown in bold. Some questions
did not apply to some authorities, especially those which strictly limit the extent of councillor
involvement; the questions were be tailored in response to the information received as an interview
progressed.

Planning application process

Pre-application

Processes
Is there a standard pre-application process for major development schemes in your
borough?

- Do you publish any guidance for major applicants (internet / leaflets / etc), or provide any
details of key stakeholders for consultation?

- To what extent do you encourage direct contact between the applicant and officers at
the pre-application stage? To what extent is this offer taken up?

- Do you charge a fee for pre-application meetings/consultation with officers?
- What does your SCI expect of applicants, and ward councillors, at pre-app stage?
- Do you convene a DC Forum? (if so, is this a standing body or case-specific?)

Contact with applicants
To what extent do you allow / encourage direct contact between the applicant and the local
member(s) or any senior members?

To what extent do you allow any direct contact between the applicant and planning committee
members? Which member(s) of the planning committee (e.g. Chair, or any)?

Notification of members
At what point do officers notify the local member(s) that a major application is likely to be
submitted in their area? What information accompanies this notice? How formal / informal is this?

At what point do officers notify the planning committee that a major application will be
submitted to them? What information accompanies this notice?

Guidance for members
Do you have a protocol on member involvement in pre-application discussions? (if so, may
we see a copy?)

Do you provide members with other guidance on acceptable involvement in pre-application
discussions? (if so, what is this?)

Post submission

Contact with applicants

What is the scope for applicants to continue discussions with officers after they submit a major
application (if any)?

Is any contact allowed between applicants and Planning Committee or ward members once
the application has been submitted?

Notification of members
Do you directly inform local members of submitted applications in their area or do you rely on them
reading the weekly list?

When you are consulting neighbours, statutory consultees etc on an application does the local
member get the same information?



Prior to planning committee meetings

To what extent are members of the planning committee able to discuss major applications
prior to the committee meeting? With whom (e.g. committee chair, other members, officers,
applicants)? Under what circumstances can these discussions take place?

Is there any form of member briefing or Chairs briefing on major applications in advance of formal
committee consideration?

Is there any informal report made to Committee in advance of formal committee consideration?
Is there any opportunity for members to input their views to officers or the applicant?

Do applicants have an opportunity to answer member
committee meeting? Under what circumstances is this permissible (if any)?

Site visits

How do you decide whether a site visit should take place? At what point in the application /

determination process does the site visit take place? (e.g. how long before the Committee meeting)

Who is invited to attend? (e.qg. officers, Committee, applicant, ward member, local residents,
potential objectors)

What format does the site visit take? Are Committee members allowed to question the applicant
(if present)?

At the planning committee meeting

Committee
Do you have a single committee or area committees?

How many members are on your planning/development control committee(s)?

If area committees, do they take the final decision on major applications or do they refer them to a
senior committee?

Public speaking
Who is entitled to speak at committee meetings (how many can speak, for how long, how is it
organised and is there a published guidance note)?

Is the ward member expected / allowed to present?
What happens if the ward member is also on the planning committee?

Voting
Who is allowed to vote on the application, and who is NOT allowed to vote?

Are there any prerequisites to allow them to vote? (e.g. attendance at site visit; presence in
chamber during full discussion of the application; presence at previously adjourned debate on the
application; attendance at training events; etc)

What about conflicts of interest? How are these managed? At what level does pre-application
involvement become a prejudicial interest?

Deferral
Is there any special procedure if the committee is minded to go against officer recommendation?

Evaluation

What parts of the major planning application determination process work well in your
authority?

What, if anything, would you change?

Have you any case or process examples that you would be willing to discuss with the team in more
depth?

Councillor training



Training offered

What forms of planning training are offered to members? For example:
- presentations on emerging policy (attached to a committee meeting, or stand-alone events)
- discussion with officers (formalised or ad hoc)

- external speakers (e.g. CABE, RTPI , Pl anning Ai
universities)

- site visits / area tours

How often do these take place? How long do they last? (e.g. two hours, half day, full day)
Who is invited to attend? (e.g. planning committee; full council / other)

Who decides what the training should cover?

Who leads these events? (e.g. officers / external facilitators / other)

Training undertaken

What sort of attendance rate is there for training events?
Are some forms of training more popular than others? If so, what are the most popular?

Would you consider that the most popular forms of training are the most effective in disseminating
new information? If not, what would be more effective?

Incentives

Are there any incentives for members to undergo training?

Is there any penalty for members who do not take up the training on offer? For example, are
members barred from voting at committee until trained?



