PLANNING AND LOCALISM

Choices & choosing

A guide to help communities, local authority officers,
councillors, developers, businesses and others to
choose the best path through the localism maze.
Produced for CPRE Gloucestershire by The Localism Network
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. . . . not another guide . . . !
Yes, but this one is different. It is in response to questions such as these:
As a Community:

New development is likely in our area. Should we do a Neighbourhood Development
Plan?
As a Local Authority:

We are moving from our soon-to-be-adopted Core Strategy to consider Sites and
Allocations? How should we do this in the context of Localism?
As a Developer:

We have options on land for a large extension to a town and we are keen to
involve the community and planners from now on. What approaches could we use?
As a Business Group:

Our town centre is declining. Would it help to have a Neighbourhood Development
Order in place?
If you are from a community, a local authority (officer
or member), a developer or a business, and have been
wondering about these and similar questions , then
this is the guide for you. Or rather, this is the guide to
start with. That’s because there are lots of other guides
out there now helping you to prepare, for example, a
Design Statement and there will soon be several on
how to prepare Neighbourhood Development Plans.
This Guide asks the key question before all that::

‘How can we choose the approach that best suits
our particular situation?’
Do not be tempted to jump in and choose the
first method that occurs to you. This guide is about
‘horses for courses’: it may well be that your specific
situation needs one specific approach, a combination

of approaches, or perhaps even adaptations relevant
to you.
This Guide also goes beyond a community (or
business group) ‘doing’ its design statement or a
local authority (or developer) ‘doing’ its plan or
project. It is about how all parties can – and should
- work together for the best possible result to the
point where it becomes irrelevant who starts, who
leads, who ‘does’ and even who funds! This idea
– of genuinely collaborative working - is essential
to everything this guide is about because it is only
through working creatively together that truly
sustainable solutions will emerge.
This guide therefore assumes that any of the long list of
possible approaches is best done collaboratively.

The Guide is in two parts. Part One includes the following sections:

Choices in Brief: Short descriptions of the different basic approaches.
Working Together: Good practice principles that apply whoever leads any process.
Choosing: Some simple ‘decision trees’ to help you decide which approach is most appropriate.
Gearing Up: Accessing the necessary resources and locating and building key skills.
Where Next? A medley of follow-up links and references.
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While Part One might be read in one go, Part Two:
Choices in Detail is different. It is simply a series of
practical notes on each particular choice, helping you
not just to know more about that choice but how it
links to others and where to go for specific help in
using it.
In general, the text is drafted as if there are just two
key players - local communities and local (planning)
authorities. Where text is specific to one or the other,

that is made clear. However, under the Localism
Act it is possible for local businesses to produce
Neighbourhood Development Plans so text relating to
communities also applies in general to local business
groups. Similarly (if with care) text relating to local
authorities is also of relevance to developers. Planning
is also bedeviled with acronyms! We introduce the full
terms for each as they occur, only using the acronyms
after that.

And a final note at this point. While aiming to be as clear as possible, this guide does not pretend
that it is all quick and easy. That is because, despite the ambition to simplify the system, planning is
still extremely complex.

COMMUNITIES

DEVELOPERS

LOCAL
AUTHORITY
BUSINESSES

This diagram expresses the idea of collaborative working between local authorities (officers and members),
communities, developers and businesses. Local authorities are placed in the centre solely because they are statutorily
responsible for planning, so everything, at some stage, must involve them. As the detail of the diagram shows, this
also applies to work between, for example, a community and a developer which must touch, if only briefly, onto local
authority territory.
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T

his Guide is an output from a project commissioned early in 2011 by the Gloucestershire
Branch of the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE). The brief was to examine a number
of existing approaches to community-led planning in relation to those being proposed at the time
in the government’s Localism Bill. As well as researching these issues, the project’s aim was also to
produce some practical outcomes – hence this Guide.

At the time of writing (December 2011) the Localism Act had just received the royal assent. It will not
be implemented before April/May 2012 while Regulations (now out in draft) are finalised and guidance
is produced. The final National Planning Policy Framework may also impact on some of the advice
and guidance included here. The aim is to provide updates and supplements to this guide over time as
further detail emerges and as practice on the new tools provides feedback on their value.
The Guide was written by:
Jeff Bishop (BDOR Limited), Prof. Stephen Owen and Katie Lea (Place Studio).
It was helped by:
David Brooke, Richard Lloyd and Charlie Watson of CPRE Gloucestershire.
It was checked at final draft stage by a number of practitioners.
Graphics by Julie Haslam of Local Agenda.

Jeff Bishop and Katie Lea are members of The Localism Network. localismnetwork.org.uk
Please contact them with any queries about the guide at:
localismnetwork@placestudio.com
The Network also offers briefings, training and project support
on all of the approaches covered in this guide.
Further copies of the guide can be downloaded at: www.cpreglos.org.uk or www.placestudio.com
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PART ONE Choices in brief

T

his section summarises the main features of each of the approaches (the Choices)
considered. Reading this summary will help you to understand the section on Choosing.
From there you can then go to Part Two which elaborates each of the Choices in more detail.
This guide is set in the context of the recently
passed Localism Act. There are several aims behind
the Act, the main one being to make the planning
system generally more favourable to (sustainable)
development. This is to be achieved mainly by
reducing the complexity of the system, in particular
by removing a number of top-down procedures
and controls. It is also to be achieved by giving
local people more influence on what development
happens where and what form that development
should take. There will soon be an overall national
policy to guide this (the National Planning Policy
Framework) and the Act outlines how local authority
planning processes will focus on a single Local Plan
and how local communities can produce some
of their own ‘plans’. For this guide, however, it is

crucial to note that the Act only introduces a few
new approaches, yet some existing approaches will
still have considerable value in achieving the aims of
localism as:
“… a way for communities to decide the future of
the places where they live and work”.
This guide therefore covers both new and existing approaches – here called Choices. In addition,
the guide not only covers what communities can or
should do for themselves, It is also about how local
people can have a greater voice in all aspects of planning led by others, be they planning authorities (with,
say, a Local Plan) or developers (in pre-application
engagement).

The various Choices included in this guide have been arranged in the following broad sequence:

BUILDING BLOCKS:
These are ways of providing the background evidence, assessment and guidelines 		
that can underpin a statutory plan or help to shape development.

STATUTORY PLAN-MAKING:
Just two main formats: Local Plans and Neighbourhood Development Plans..

CONCEPT STATEMENTS:
These form a bridge between statutory plan-making and development management.

DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT (previously called Development Control): 			
This covers two established approaches – pre-application engagement and Planning
Performance Agreements, and two more introduced in the Localism Act.
Please be aware that almost all the existing approaches and previous experience come from rural
situations – villages, parishes, small towns. But every one of those approaches can be adapted and
used in urban settings. If you are from a large town or city, do not be put off by any of the titles!
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BUILDING BLOCKS
Parish Plans and Town Plans
(see page 30 for details)

Parish and Town Plans are produced primarily by local
communities, albeit sometimes with procedural advice,
sometimes technical advice. They generally cover almost
everything except direct land use planning issues; for
example open spaces, health, safety etc., but inevitably
overlap at times with land use planning. This is why they
are in ‘Building Blocks’ not in the ‘Statutory Plan-making’
section (see below) although the link to planning needs
to be considered carefully. They focus on generating
local action plans and local projects, for example open
space maintenance. Parish and Town Plans are very wellestablished; some 4,500 have been produced in recent
years, mainly by rural communities. Some have been
prepared in suburban areas, but virtually none in urban
areas. NB. To avoid the rural terminology, we now term
these Community Plans.

Local Distinctiveness Studies
(see page 32 for details)

As design issues have increasingly become matters of
concern for the planning system, so planners in some
areas have started to develop approaches, often but
not always called Local Distinctiveness Studies. Such
studies describe and evaluate key design features of a
local area and produce guidelines in a way very similar
to that in the more familiar Village Design Statements
(see below), but across a broader canvas. To date all have
been professionally-led, if sometimes with a degree of
community involvement. As semi-formal documents they
can carry some weight in decision-making on planning
applications.

Village Design Statements & Town Design
Statements (see page 34 for details)

Some 600 or so Statements have been produced to
date for villages and small towns, mainly by local people
themselves. A Statement includes description and analysis
of the distinctive aspects of a village or town and ends with
design guidelines. Though done by local people, they can
be formally or informally adopted into the planning system.

Many have been shown to have a positive impact on
local design standards. NB. To avoid the rural terminology,
To avoid the rural terminology, we now term these
Community Design Statements.

Area-wide Landscape Character Assessment
(see page 36 for details)

Starting from national level work some years ago,
landscape character assessments have been produced
at national, regional and local authority level, and for
National Parks and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty
(AONBs). They cover history, land use, form of the land,
tree cover, views and many other aspects. They have
always been a professionally-led process, although more
recent work has included some level of community
involvement. Assessments are then used as evidence for
strategic plans and in assessing planning applications.

Local Landscape Character Assessment
(see page 38 for details)

As with Local Distinctiveness Studies and Community
Design Statements, Area-wide Landscape Character
Assessment is balanced with this approach, its local
equivalent. These assessments are intended very much
as a community-led (indeed often community only)
approach through which local people assess the nature
and significance of their local landscape. No national
guidance exists but models of good practice are
beginning to emerge. Partly because of the lack of strong
guidance the results of local landscape character work
often only have informal status within planning processes.

Conservation Area Character Assessment
(see page 40 for details)

In order to designate a Conservation Area, some initial
survey/assessment work has to be undertaken. Once
a Conservation Area is formally designated a thorough
Character Assessment has to be done to guide decisions
about planning applications. Such studies are expensive
and have traditionally been done entirely by specialists.
As a result, many Conservation Areas do not yet have full
assessments in place. Recent practice now includes varying
degrees of community involvement in their preparation.
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Choices in brief . . . continued
STATUTORY PLAN MAKING
Local Plans

Neighbourhood (Development) Plans

Local Plans are statutory development plans and
this term will eventually replace Local Development
Frameworks, Core Strategies etc. They are the
responsibility of local planning authorities (LPAs).
Although genuinely new planning processes will need
to end up with just one such Local Plan, authorities are
well underway with the old regime of Core Strategies
as part of more complex overall Local Development
Frameworks and they are likely to continue with
that, perhaps for some time. There are already formal
requirements for community involvement in preparing
both Local Plans and Core Strategies, supported by
local Statements of Community Involvement (SCIs).
However, while the Localism Act changes little directly,
there is also a general view that far better engagement
(not just involvement) will be required in the future.

A Neighbourhood Development Plan (NDP) is also a
statutory plan, but is prepared by the local community.
Neighbourhood Development Plans are concerned only
with land use and development issues. They must be ‘in
conformity’ with higher level plans, i.e. national planning
policies and authority-wide Local Plans. This means that
aspects such as housing numbers, perhaps even sites, will
most often be set by the Local Plan and the NDP must
work within those parameters (it can only suggest more
development, not less). The NDP, which must be done to
demanding standards, can then determine most of the
detail for changes in its area (not just for sites) once it
has been through examination and has secured support
through a referendum. If the referendum shows support,
the NDP must be formally adopted by the local planning
authority. NB. The term has already been shortened, in
everyday discussion, to Neighbourhood Plan.

(see page 42 for details)

(see p 44 for details)

CONCEPT STATEMENTS
(see p 46 for details)

A Concept Statement is a form of development brief,
outlining the key principles of content, layout, design
and viability for a potential development. If done
properly they are developed collaboratively with the
local community, landowner, developer, other key bodies,

elected members and planners and then endorsed by
the local planning authority. Concept Statements bridge
the gap between broad policy and site specific detail and,
when done early, can affect land value and hence enable
more locally relevant developments.

DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT
Pre-application Engagement
(see p 48 for details)

Good developers already choose to engage with
local communities and others in advance of a planning
application because they believe (and evidence backs
this up) that a widely supported project is likely to
secure planning permission more speedily and easily.
The Localism Act makes pre-application engagement a
formal requirement but only on larger projects of over
200 houses or 10,000 square metres of development.
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However, local people can and should still press for preapplication engagement (as appropriate to development
scale and type) on all projects.

Planning Performance Agreements
(see p 50 for details)

On larger projects in particular there is a semi-formal
process, called a Planning Performance Agreement (PPA).
A PPA is normally signed up to by a local authority and
a developer to guide all aspects of project development,

including community engagement. The Agreement
outlines clear procedures and responsibilties for all
parties and includes an agreed timetable. There is no
reason why a formally established local community should
not also be a partner in such agreements, in fact there
are strong arguments for this, with the Localism Act in
place.

Neighbourhood Development Orders
(see p 52 for details)

Under the Localism Act, ‘neighbourhoods’ will be able
to use Neighbourhood Development Orders (NDOs)
to grant planning permission in full or in outline for new
buildings they wish to see go ahead. These Orders will be
administered in rural areas by Parish or Town Councils
and in urban areas by a Neighbourhood Forum. It is not
yet clear whether Orders can apply to projects of the

scale of new homes and offices or whether they will be
limited to only very minor developments such as porches
on houses or small building extensions

Community Right to Build Orders
(see p 54 for details)

Under the Localism Act citizens now have more rights
to decide what is built in their communities, including
housing, local shops and community facilities. To secure
the right to build, any proposal will need to be prepared
by a community group such as a community interest
company or a community land trust, independently
assessed to determine whether the proposals meet
specific key criteria (eg. type, size, location etc.) and
supported by more than half of the community qualified
to vote in a referendum about the project. No further
planning permissions would then be needed.
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Choices in brief . . . continued
ALTERNATIVES, COMBINATIONS AND VARIATIONS
Rather like choosing ingredients for a recipe, there are some combinations that seem perfectly natural, but do
not be afraid to vary and adjust approaches to suit your particular situation. Several of the different Building
Blocks can easily be combined:
In Cheshire, for example, quite a
few communities have combined
a Village Design Statement with
a Local Landscape Character
Assessment because the former
deals with the built area, the latter
with its broader context.

A group in Bristol, where only
part of their neighbourhood is in
a Conservation Area, are applying
Conservation Area Assessment
methods to the whole of their
neighbourhood and using this to
develop a Design Statement, also
for the whole area.

Area-wide approaches such as
Local Distinctiveness Studies or
Landscape Assessment can link
very productively to their local
equivalents such as Village Design
Statements or Conservation Area
Assessments.

What is more, it sometimes does not matter which comes first; several local studies can be used to speed up an
area study or an area study can enable local work to ‘hit the ground running’.
An especially rewarding link could be made – again
in any sequence – between Community Plans and
Neighbourhood Development Plans. The former
can and should cover everything except land use
and development, while the latter should focus
mainly on land use or ‘spatial’ issues; each will
clearly have implications for the other. Having a
wide-ranging community plan in place can have
enormous benefits in offering a strong argument for
how to spend – locally - any financial benefits from
development.
Although the Localism Act suggests a shift to just
one single Local Plan for a local authority area, it
will still be possible to add in different types of plan.

That might be an Area Action Plan (an established
format), dealing with a size of area and community
well beyond just a ‘neighbourhood’ but smaller
than a whole authority area. Equally there might
also need to be a ‘plan’ for a linear corridor or a
specially sensitive area, or on a specific topic (eg.
design) on which the main plan offers no detail. Most
importantly, such alternatives are still possible and
can be promoted by local people.
Moving this on, a Neighbourhood Development Plan
(or a Local Plan for that matter) could easily include
within it a Concept Statement for a specific, perhaps
a particularly important, local site.

These are just a few examples; the reader is encouraged to go to Choices in Detail in Part Two where
each approach has notes on its likely links with other approaches.

Having outlined the Choices in brief, we now turn to some key principles of Working
Together that really ought to be applied in delivering any of the Choices.
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Working together (or collaborative plannin
WHY COLLABORATIVE PLANNING?

I

n the past, planning often seemed to be done almost entirely by ‘those who know best’, with
the results then being announced to those who would have to live with them. Though perhaps a
stereotype, this is now beginning (if slowly) to break down as community engagement becomes
more common. In reaction against this almost exclusively ‘top-down’ approach, there is increasing
support for planning to be done from the ‘bottom-up’. This brings with it the danger of jettisoning
the important frameworks, co-ordination, knowledge and skill offered by strategic planning and
planners. We therefore believe that it is essential in future to integrate planner-led and community-led
approaches to planning through genuinely collaborative work between all the parties concerned.
That is why this section is here – the principles apply to using all of the Choices.

With the Localism Act in place, there is now a real opportunity
to speed up the process of putting genuinely collaborative
COMMUNITIES
DEVELOPERS
planning in place. That way all those with an interest in a place,
its future, its design and so forth can pool and develop their
LOCAL
knowledge, ideas and skills to generate a mutually agreed plan
AUTHORITY
or project. This is about ‘adding value’, ‘win/win’, ‘making the
BUSINESSES
whole greater than the sum of the parts’ or however you prefer
to phrase it. And the key to achieve that is to use approaches
or methods in which people from all ‘sides’ come together and
work together. Working together, or collaboratively, is an idea whose time has come and there are
now more than enough examples to prove its value. That is because:
•
•
•
•
•
•

it can broaden and deepen skills, knowledge, experience and resources;
it can enable possible conflicts to be resolved very early and hence save time overall;
that makes it more cost-effective (though it does need paying for one way or another);
it can generate richer, fuller, more widely-supported plans and projects;
it helps to create a sense of shared ‘ownership’ and
this builds understanding, respect, confidence, skills and trust for next time.

More specifically, in the context of almost all the Choices elaborated later, the idea of ‘working
together’ applies, not just to a community and a local authority, but also to communities working
with each other. This is incredibly valuable when a whole area approach is clearly better than lots of
small areas going their own way.

PRINCIPLES OF WORKING TOGETHER
Regardless of who initiates a process (in fact in order to make this irrelevant) the following 12 key and proven
principles should be of practical help in effective collaborative working, whether it be the preparation of a Community
Design Statement, a Concept Statement, a Neighbourhood Development Plan or pre-application engagement.

12

ng)
1. Use a clear and independent process
Success comes from the thoughtful design of a coherent,
process of joint working. This needs to be transparent
and managed in a manner that demonstrates appropriate
independence from those commissioning and funding it.
Any process should also be appropriate for the particular
situation rather than just taken off the shelf. Finally, it
should be proportionate - neither too long and complex
nor too short and limiting.

2. Agree the process

An effective way of achieving independence from the
start is to engage a good range of people in designing
the process. If key people have agreed a process and it
has been delivered well, then it is difficult to challenge the
results (and the results are usually better).

3. Clarify the scope of the exercise
It is important to be absolutely clear from the outset
what should and should not be included and the legal,
financial, timescale or other limits, and to discuss this
openly. This is about what is and is not ‘up for grabs’ to be
changed as a result of the collaborative work.

4. Ensure inclusiveness
Collaborative working is about engaging all those with a
contribution to make, not just getting a plan or project
on the road, but delivering it successfully over time. It is
about the ‘usual suspects’ (often maligned but equally often
very knowledgeable) and the so-called ‘hard to reach’,
and it is also about engaging with potential ‘enemies’ as
well as ‘friends’! Everybody can learn from others, be that
information, ideas, experience or ways of working.

4. Be sure everyone is ready
Efforts to be inclusive can flounder if some of those
included have little knowledge of planning, design and
development. There will often need to be some form of
induction to ensure a level playing field. A more capable
group of stakeholders gets into action more quickly and is
more likely to develop creative solutions.

6. Ensure openness, honesty, trust & respect
Openness and honesty should be there from the start.
Trust cannot be expected on day one, but having an

agreed process and discussing its scope are effective
ways of developing mutual trust and genuine respect
for other people’s views early on. This is about two-way
listening and questioning, and exploring needs rather than
defending established positions.

7. Use common, agreed information
Recognising all forms of information and agreeing what will
be used is important. Conflicts often occur simply because
different groups use different information. Discussion
should not be based on avoidable misunderstandings.

8. Use a mixture of methods
Different people respond to different methods of
working, prefer different times, want to be involved at
different levels, and want to be involved in different issues
and at different stages. A mixture of methods is always
needed to accommodate these differences.

9. Focus on dialogue to reach consensus
Collaboration is truly effective when people can engage
in dialogue that involves reflection, trade-offs, triggering
unexpected ideas and the chance to resolve differences.
That usually means meeting face-to-face, although some
aspects of dialogue can work electronically.

10. Take risks and be flexible
Generating creative solutions always involves a degree of risktaking; it is only by opening up to all possibilities that the best
solutions emerge; there must be real (but also defined) scope
for everyone to help to change and improve a plan or project.

11. Work hard on the detail
All the principles in the world can be subverted by poor
choices of venue, poor briefing, badly chosen dates, not
having enough materials, not providing refreshments, failed
technology, poor time-keeping, not reporting back, etc. etc.
Everything matters, right down to the last participant’s badge!

12. Evaluate and report
Hearing back from people towards the end of a process
about how effective it was is crucial, even if that generates
some challenging messages. Further, if all the hard work is
to carry any clout, it needs to be pulled together into a
thorough report or audit trail - and these now have real
legal value in the planning system.

Having covered the Choices (in brief), and some key principles that apply to all, we now move on to the Choosing section.
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Choosing

T

his guide has already been described as about ensuring ‘horses for courses’, ie. about choosing
the most appropriate ‘horse’ (or approach) for your specific ‘course’ (or situation). Having briefly
introduced the possible approaches – the Choices, this section focuses on how various key features
of your local situation can be noted and used to help steer you towards the approach that is most
appropriate for that situation. Once you are clear about that, Part Two covers all the necessary detail
on each choice to help you make a final decision and then move forward.
The key challenge here is that there are many possible variations for ‘your local situation’. What follows
are four examples that we hope will lead you towards the most appropriate choice (or choices) for

your situation. What you will see may surprise you
because you may well be led towards something you
did not expect! In each case there is a diagram – a
‘decision tree’ - and some supporting notes,

The examples are based around four basic and common situations or stages:
1. When the Local Plan* is fairly early in its development, with real scope for significant shared input.
2. When the Local Plan is near being completed, which limits the scope for change but opens up other 		
possibilities at the neighbourhood level.
3. When the Local Plan is adopted and the focus shifts to follow-up work.
4. When the Local Plan is adopted and the focus shifts to deallng with potential sites and developments.

* The examples all relate to a Local Plan, but would apply in exactly the same way to other formal plans.
FOR COMMUNITIES:
The diagrams for 1 and 2 following are presented
from your point of view. They show that almost all
the Choices outlined briefly in the previous section,
whether initiated by a community or by the local
authority, may be appropriate depending on your
situation.

FOR LOCAL AUTHORITIES:
Because all Choices should be developed with the
involvement of all parties, whoever initiates them,
diagrams 1and 2 would be identical if drawn for you,
albeit with the wording changed a little. Some of the
notes are specifically for you.

The diagrams for 3 and 4 (also with notes) are about action by any or all parties after plan adoption.
They are presented slightly differently. They highlight the many Choices available, who might lead and who
might provide support. On diagram 3 this is done for further work on Building Blocks and potentially on
Neighbourhood Plans. On diagram 4 it is done for handling possible projects from site identification through
to any detailed planning application stage.
In the diagrams:
• LPA = Local Planning Authority, the planning team in the local Council.
• Cream boxes indicate Choices
• The small numbers in circles refer to notes that elaborate the diagram’s shorthand. These follow the diagrams so
refer to them as necessary.
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FOR A COMMUNITY:

1

Early in a plan making process

If there is genuine time and opportunity to influence the plan, this should be your priority.
1

Get yourselves involved with . .

LPA PLAN
MAKING
Is the LPA doing any
Building Blocks?

Do you have any
community-led Building
Blocks in place now?

Landscape
Assessment or
Distinctiveness
Studies

û

ü
2

ü

3

4

Is there really
enough time to
prepare any?

Make sure the
LPA has them
and uses them

Encourage and
offer support

ü
5
Reconsider when
plan nearly final or
adopted

û

û

6

Make sure you
contribute

Start preparing your
community-led Building Blocks
Community Plan
Community Design Statement
Community Landscape
Assessment

Be aware that developments may come forward as you work to inform the emerging plan, so ….
7

16

Are there
or might there be sites
moving forward in
advance of the plan?

ü

Encourage the use of ….
Landscape
Press for high
Assessment or
quality …
Distinctiveness
Studies
Pre-application
engagement

NOTES ON DIAGRAM 1
For Communities:
There can’t be any precise definition of what is ‘early’. The key point is to do everything possible
to ensure a Local Plan is prepared that you are happy to be ‘in conformity’ with. Ignore that and
it is then a serious uphill battle to gain more influence over anything other than minor decisions.
Whatever you do, avoid being diverted into other Choices; focus on the Local Plan while there is
time to influence it.
The LPA may still be thinking of some
of these as being exclusively done by
professionals. Try to encourage them to introduce
appropriate community engagement.

Although the Localism Act does not appear
to change anything on this front, hopefully,
the quality of engagement in plan-making will
improve because local voices will carry greater
weight. Use the standards laid down in your
authority’s Statement of Community Involvement,
work with other communities to maximise your
impact (which helps the authority) and offer as
much assistance as you can with accessing local
people’s views and ideas (which also helps the
authority).

4

1

Informing the Local Plan is your key priority
but, once certain things are in place, you can
start your own local Building Blocks.

5

As in 4 above, anything you do here is really
only of use if it can get to the LPA in time
for them to use it.

6

The LPA may have been sent your Design
Statement or whatever but who in the local
authority actually has it, have they referred to it in
their plan-making and can you help to reinforce it?
So even if it has been sent in, chase it up!

2

This is important and often missed! While
plan work is going on, sites with outline
planning permission may well proceed towards
detailed applications and developers may try to
move forward with some speculative sites. You
need to watch for this and press for pre-application
engagement.

7

Check the LPA’s time-frame for their
plan. It can easily take 18 months to do a
community-led Building Block and the planners
need it in time to actually use it. If you can’t hit that
time-frame, don’t start yet (and go to diagram 3).

3

For Local Planning Authorities:
As already suggested, the basic diagram on the previous page would not be any different for you. It is
based on asserting the principles of Localism, ie. giving local people a greater voice in all aspects of
planning. The only thing that would change, if you too are willing to embrace these principles, is some of
the wording in the boxes. With that in mind, looking at the boxes, you could:
•
•
•

Work out for yourselves how to raise the quality
of engagement in plan-making;
Check that you have and are using any Parish
Plans etc. done by local communities;
Proactively, as some LPAs have done, encourage
and support communities to start doing their
own Design Statements and so forth;

•

•

Stop seeing any Landscape Character Assessment
(for example) as a solely professional task and
actively encourage community involvement, and;
Alert local communities the moment you are
aware of any projects starting or moving on.
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FOR A COMMUNITY:

2

Late in a plan making process

By this point there is generally little scope for major change in the Local Plan but localism
adds scope to shift the balance and open up new opportunities
Despite this being late, still don’t miss out
on engagement in ….

LPA PLAN
MAKING

1

Does the plan suggest what you feel to be
significant development in your area?

û

ü

2
Start now on one or more
community-led Building Blocks
Community Plan
Community Design Statement
Community Landscape Assessment
Conservation Area Assessment

Consider a ….

Can the plan be adjusted to
maximise local influence?

û

ü
?

4
Neighbourhood
Development
Order

Start a ….

5
Neighbourhood
Development
Plan

But you still need to watch out for early projects (see previous diagram and notes)
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3

NOTES ON DIAGRAM 2
For Communities:
New opportunities have opened up already! In one case a planning inspector chose to keep a
figure for housing numbers in a town but remove the planners’ proposed site. That was because
the community had started a Neighbourhood Development Plan and it was felt that site selection
should be considered in the NDP, not in the strategic one. LPAs will know of this so are now more
likely to consider leaving such decisions to local levels.
You will have to define ‘significant’ but the
plan will probably help. However, what may
not be seen as significant growth by the planners
may be significant to you! For example, 10 houses
in a village of 300 may be ‘significant’, 500 in a small
town may also be ‘significant’. And don’t forget
that other elements in any plan can be significant
for you, not just building developments, eg. flood
alleviation or the designation of special areas.

1

Do this as soon as possible, even when the
plan is in final stages, so as to be ready for
when it is adopted.

2

As in 1 above, site choices could be left to
local determination. So too could aspects of
design, landscape, certain standards and so forth.

3

This shows both Yes and No boxes
because any decision to proceed with a
Neighbourhood Development Order is not entirely
dependent on what is in the Local Plan; a NDO can
be started separately. The Local Plan may, however,
help to suggest what topics might or should be
covered by a NDO. (And see diagram 3.)

4

Starting a Neighbourhood Development
Plan at this point is good, especially if
certain decisions are delegated to your plan. This
is because it then leaves only the shortest possible
gap between the strategic plan being in place and
your plan being in place. Having started your plan
also gives your voice greater weight with a Planning
Inspector if you have queries with the Local Plan or
sudden applications.

5

For Local Planning Authorities:
There is already much debate going on about what should, and should not, now be put into a Local Plan
and what might, could or should, be left to be decided in any Neighbourhood Development Plans or other
documents led by local people. If there is any clarity at all, it suggests that overall levels of growth need
to be determined strategically but (a) what level of detail about general location – eg. to a specific area,
town or village, and certainly (b) where exactly that growth might take place, should both be considered for
delegation to local level. And ‘be considered’ does not mean that they should or should not be delegated; it
simply requires that such issues be thought about and argued robustly if the decisions on those aspects are
to be kept at strategic level (eg. if there really is only one site available).
As before, you can simply wait to see which
communities come forward wanting to do, for
example, a Neighbourhood Development Plan or
Development Order. Alternatively, you can prepare
and manage the process proactively to ensure,

for example, that those in greatest need (where
community organisation is too often absent) do
not suffer because better prepared communities
have acted first.
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3

FURTHER BUILDING BLOCKS AND
NEIGHBOURHOOD DEVELOPMENT PLANS
once a local plan is in place

This diagram and the notes apply to communities, authorities, businesses and developers.
By this point there is generally little scope for major change in the Local Plan but localism
adds scope to shift the balance and open up new opportunities
Community/Business

LPA

Landowner/Developer

Start/complete
community-led Building
Blocks
Design Statement
Conservation Area Assessment
Landscape Assessment

SUPPORT
Start or complete LPA
Building Blocks (as
2
possible SPDs?)

SUPPORT

Landscape Assessment
Distinctiveness Studies
‘Legally obliged to’

SUPPORT

SUPPORT

SUPPORT
3

Start or complete . . .
Neighbourhood Plan

SUPPORT

NOTES ON DIAGRAM 3
If work is proceeding about a clearly allocated site or series of sites, and the landowner or developer
are known, it can be appropriate – with obvious cautions - for them to contribute information, skills
even perhaps funding to a Community Design Statement or other local Building Block.

1

Documents such as Landscape Character
Assessments, if not done within the
main plan, can probably still be done to
be supplementary to it, whether as formal
Supplementary Planning Documents or not is not
yet clear.

2
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The Localism Act actually uses the word
‘obliged’ about local authorities (not just
planning staff) supporting the production of
Neighbourhood Development Plans. It is not a
choice, though exactly what help, who from and
how much is as yet unclear.

3

MANAGING PROJECTS, SITES &
DEVELOPMENTS

4

once a local plan is in place

This diagram and the notes apply to communities, authorities, businesses and developers.
This is about how best to manage the process once a plan is in place and as specific
developments start to move forward.
LPA

Community/Business

Landowner/Developer

SUPPORT

Consider a . . .
Neighbourhood
Development Order

Any party can use a . . .

Any party can use a . . .

Any party can use a . . . 2

Concept Statement

Concept Statement

Concept Statement

Use, with a developer, a . . .

Press for and support a . . .

Use, with LPA, a . . .

Planning Performance
Agreement

Planning Performance
Agreement

SUPPORT

1

Planning Performance
Agreement
3

Develop a . . .

SUPPORT

Community Right to Build
project

SUPPORT

NOTES ON DIAGRAM 4
1

As before, it can be appropriate – with obvious cautions - for a landowner or developer to contribute
to the development of a Neighbourhood Development Order.

2

The main principle for any successful Concept Statement is that it can be initiated by any party and
must involve all parties.

3

Planning Performance Agreements are inherently mutual between LPA and developer but can – we
might say should - also include the community.
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Putting it all together

H

aving introduced Choices and Choosing separately, this brief section uses a few
examples to show how they can be brought together in some typical situations (as in
our opening questions). Imagine what follows as a series of shortish conversations between a
neighbourhood resident (R) and some sort of adviser (A).

Example 1
R:

The Core Strategy for our area suggests there’ll be a big development right near us. We wondered if
		we should do a Neighbourhood Plan.

A: Is the Core Strategy adopted or not?
R: No, it’s not adopted yet. They call it the ‘Issues and Options’ stage, but that development near us 		
looks fairly certain.

A: Would other communities be affected by this development?
R: Yes, there are four others round the site.
A: Whatever you do, don’t launch off into a Neighbourhood Plan! The key thing now is to do all you 		
		can, by involving yourselves in the Council’s plan-making, to try to get a plan you’d be happy to be ‘in
		general conformity’ with.

R: OK, we’ll get started and contact the planners.
A: Don’t rush because it’s best not to go to the planners on your own. You are far more likely to be taken
seriously if you contact the other communities and develop a plan of action with them, in a 			
coordinated way.

Example 2
R: Our authority’s Core Strategy is very close to being finished. It includes proposals for 320 			
houses all on one site. We could probably bite the bullet of that many houses (and we know the 		
Council will determine that) but we’d far prefer to spread them round on 3 or 4 sites. Should we do
a Neighbourhood Plan?

A: Yes and no! The first step is to persuade your planners to allow your community to decide where the
		 houses should go.

R: How do we do that?
A: This sounds like a perfect example of what Neighbourhood Plans were set up to do. So put in a 		
formal proposal to the Council that you want to do a Neighbourhood Plan and control where and 		
how the development of the 320 houses will happen. This has happened elsewhere so your planners
should support it.

R: And could we use our Plan to limit the housing numbers to less than 320?
A: Not really because Neighbourhood Plans can only deliver more development than is in a Local Plan 		
		 (as they are now called), not less. Most importantly, focus your work around things (as appropriate) 		
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		 like Design Statements, Landscape Assessment and Character Assessment because that will set you 		
		 up to find the best sites.

Example 3
R: There’s not going to be much development in and around our neighbourhood but we know that 		
developers already have options on local sites and are preparing applications. If we don’t do our own
plan, is there anything else we can do to manage these proposals?

A: What stage is your authority’s Local Plan at and does it mention any of your sites?
R: Only the Core Strategy is adopted so far and it doesn’t mention any small sites like ours. The 		
planners are now doing a ‘Sites and Allocations’ plan but have told us that our sites are still too small
to be identified in that.

A: Most importantly, don’t commit to a long, expensive and exhausting Neighbourhood Plan because 		
there’s a danger that all the sites will be developed before you finish it!

R: So is there anything we can do?
A: Definitely, but one question first – do you have any sort of Community Plan in place?
R: Yes. One was done about 4 years ago but it didn’t cover planning issues.
A: Don’t worry about that, but look at it again, update it and make sure it is backed with solid evidence

because that can influence what community benefits you get if developments happen. Then you can,
as it were, do the planners’ Sites and Allocations’ work for them for your area! That means doing 		
things like Design Statements, Landscape Assessment and Character Assessment to highlight possible
sites.

Example 4
R:

The Ministry of Defence has just released for sale a site in our area. It’s never been included in 		
any plan but there aren’t any other sites nearby and it is classic ‘brownfield’ land. It will certainly be 		
developed but how can we ensure it’s done well?

A: Do you have any Community Plan in place?
R: Yes, it has only recently been finished and we had help from the planners to make sure it was really 		
strong.

A: Is design particularly important to you? Have you also done or are you doing a Community Design 		
Statement?

R: Yes, we are now underway with a Design Statement.
A: That’s great. Now you need to persuade the planners to work with you and then with any developer

to produce a Concept Statement for the development – and do that as soon as possible for 			
maximum effect.
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Gearing up for working together

C

ollaborative planning approaches are not just an add-on or a small step up from established
forms of involvement or engagement. They require quite new and different capacities and skills
and have different demands on resources – for all. As with any significant new way of working, it also
takes time and a few examples ’under the belt’ before the real advantages start to become clear.
This reinforces the point about communities in particular working together because that is a key way
to share and develop resources and skills.
This section outlines the key aspects that need to be thought about and worked on to ‘gear up’ for
working together: Capacity Building, Skills and Resources.
Capacity Building

It would be really nice if people did not have to learn
a ‘foreign language’ in order to get involved in planning
issues but that’s not easy. Keeping it simple, explaining
things clearly and avoiding jargon are important
bottom lines and can achieve a lot. However, there
will always be some things – terms and procedures that need to be understood by local communities if
working together is to succeed.
That needs what is often called ‘capacity building’ but,
as meant here, that comes with a big proviso. Most
capacity building is assumed to be something that
‘those who know’ do for ‘those who need to know’,
i.e. it’s up to professionals to build capacity for the
community. However, collaborative working implies
that all involved need to have their capacity built!
Professionals need to understand how and why local
people think and feel as they do about their place and
community, to relate this to planning and to have the
capacity to engage with people around those issues.

Skills

Simply putting a group of potential ‘collaborators’ in
a room together and hoping they will come up with
great ideas is not enough. New and different skills
are needed to design, manage, deliver and facilitate
collaborative processes. And all these stages are
important.
Collaborative working needs ‘designing’ to ensure that,
throughout any long process, the right people meet
at the right times, in the right place, with the right
information to progress to the next planned point. It
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People in the community need to understand the
basics of planning, the arguments used, the evidence
needed (and why) and be able, to some extent, to
convey at least some of their own ideas in technical
planning language. The challenge (and opportunity)
for councillors is probably the greatest. They need
to see things from both perspectives and to link
this to responsible decision-making. And everybody
needs to learn at least a little about working together
successfully.
Most importantly, capacity building should be managed
in a way that stimulates, excites and challenges because
planning decisions have such a key bearing on people’s
quality of life. What’s more, capacity building does not
always need to be a separate activity, a sort of precondition. Good collaborative planning activity, because
it absolutely must meet the needs and standards of
all, always contains a capacity building (or induction)
element.

needs ‘managing’ because it almost always involves a
mixture of different people handling varied types of
information or tasks, and that can’t be left to chance.
It needs ‘delivering and facilitating’ precisely because
of that mixture of people and information. Some sort
of ‘third party’ needs to orchestrate consensus and
manage potential conflict. It also needs ‘delivering and
facilitating’ precisely because of the complex mixture of
people and information.
It is remarkable how many of the guides mentioned

in Part Two point out that a ‘third party’ or facilitator
is essential. In situations that are potentially volatile,
a genuinely independent person is crucial. However,
there are many occasions where basic skills are all
that is necessary to enable people to work creatively

Resources

Collaborative approaches are not quick, easy or cheap.
Nobody though counts the enormous and wasted cost
of conflict; of failed plans, failed applications, community
objections, delays and appeals. ‘Front-loading’,
ie. investing early in any process, always pays off
handsomely later. There is now a long list of examples
to prove that, if done properly, collaborative working
does save on all sorts of costs, sometimes dramatically.
It also speeds processes, which itself helps to save costs
However, it is often difficult to find up-front resources,
especially when one party, often a local authority, pays
and another, a developer or a community, then benefits.
It can still also be difficult to persuade decision-makers
to put resources in to early stages. Councillors in
particular often take a very short-term view of costs
and need to be brought in to the process to fully
understand the benefit and later value of proper upfront investment. Generally, however, the resources are
there already, because certain things have to be done
whatever process is followed. And, to repeat the key
point, leaving things till later ends up costing more.
Local authorities normally pay for engagement in
statutory plan-making and developers pay – or should
pay - for pre-application work. However, the costs
of engagement to a local authority are often difficult
to extract from other costs and therefore difficult to
argue for, especially to elected members. Under the
Localism Act local authorities will be ‘obliged’ to give
support to Neighbourhood Development Plans. The
lead role on initiatives such as Community Design
Statements has always been taken by communities
themselves, with varying levels of support from local

together. What’s more, anybody involved in any of the
approaches described earlier can potentially develop
the skills to play a facilitation role. That could be a
councillor, a community representative, a planning
consultant or local authority planner.

authorities. Although that is optional, it seems likely to
become more common.
There have been examples of community level work
being funded by developers and, under the Localism
Act, Neighbourhood Development Plans can be
initiated and funded by local businesses. While the
latter point is likely to raise community hackles, it
is entirely valid if proper collaborative principles
are followed. Finally, much community level work
in the past has received good support from Rural
Community Councils, Councils of Voluntary Service
and Planning Aid.
In collaborative planning all parties bring something,
and all parties contribute. Many approaches use
voluntary time, often with a top-up from local
authority and voluntary group staff. This can amount
to many hundreds if not thousands of hours. Done
properly, collaborative working can actually expand,
certainly share round, any resources. This is particularly
the case if the approaches outlined in this guide are
used consistently and regularly because all involved
‘this time’ start a few steps up the ladder (and can
hence save) ‘next time’. Having said that, the ‘ask’ of
communities is considerable for every one of the
Choices covered in this guide and probably more than
in the past because of the far more complex planning
context. Volunteers are often there but also often
come in and out at different times, and there can be
serious ‘volunteer fatigue’, especially if little progress
is seen to be made. The key is probably in showing
clearly that any voluntary time is genuinely valued and
that the results of their work are also valued.

The next section - ‘Where Next?’- includes suggestions on how to build capacity and develop skills.
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Where next?

S

pecific guides to each Choice are covered in Part Two – Choices in Detail. This leaves only
some generic information and follow-up material to be covered here.

Neighbourhood Development Planning Organisations
Four national organisations are currently (January 2012) funded by central government to support and promote
Neighbourhood Development Planning as in the Localism Act (so not necessarily all the Choices covered in this
guide). That funding lasts until April 2012 and it is not clear whether it will continue. They are:

Locality

Leading partner of the ‘Building Community Consortium’ which also includes The Glass-House Community Led Design, The Eden
Project and Community Planning.net. Contact David Chapman on 0845 458 8336, email to neighbourhoodplanning@locality.org.uk
or go to: http://www.buildingcommunity.org.uk

Royal Town Planning Institute
Contact John Rider-Dobson on 0203 206 1880, email to info@planningaid.rtpi.org.uk or go to: http://www.rtpi.org.uk/planningaid

Council for the Protection of Rural England with the National Association of Local Councils
Contact Nigel Pedlingham on 020 7981 2832, email to nigelp@cpre.org.uk, or go to: http://www.planninghelp.org.uk

The Prince’s Foundation for the Built Environment
Contact Sebastian Knox on 020 7613 8587, email to sebastian.knox@princes-foundation.org.uk or go to: http://www.princesfoundation.org.uk/ourwork/supporting-communities-and-neighbourhoodplanning

Other Organisations
There are some other national organisations able to offer various forms of advice relevant to the choices covered
in the guide. The key ones are:

Action for Market Towns

(AMT) offers a range of services including guidance on community plans and community-led planning for local authorities and
communities. Though historically focused on market towns, AMT also now supports urban work. Go to: http://towns.org.uk/

Design Council CABE

Supports local communities and professionals to shape places and spaces that meet local needs. CABE distribute grants to support
collaborative approaches to design and development and the website is a useful source of information on localism and planning.
http://www.designcouncil.org.uk/our-work/cabe/

Councils of Voluntary Service

(CVS) aim to cover all of England but are currently struggling for funding. Nevertheless most areas have some body of this sort.
They are strong on community development but, as yet, most have little history in planning or community planning. Their national
body is NACVO (National Association of Councils of Voluntary Service) http://www.navca.org.uk

Rural Community Councils

These cover all rural areas of the country, with each county having its own local organisation. They have a strong tradition of general
community support on community planning but do not usually have strong technical expertise on planning, design etc. They are
federated to a national body, ACRE (Action with Communities in Rural England).
Go to: http://www.acre.org.uk for national information as well as contacts for any local area.

Architecture Centres

There are around 20 of these in England, mostly in larger cities though they also work across rural areas. They vary considerably in
their scale, funding and the services they provide, but have a real interest in supporting community planning where possible. Go to:
http://www.architecturecentre.net/docs/home

Civic Voice
Civic Voice is the central body for all Civic Societies across England. Nearly all cities and towns and some villages have at least one
Civic Society type body, if often called something different. They are strictly voluntary but often have good support from their local
authority and can provide skilled volunteers to help and advise. For the national body, go to: http://www.civicvoice.org.uk
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Training Opportunities
A number of small, more local organisations (even larger local authorities) and a few national ones offer training in
some of the key skills necessary in delivering collaborative working, but not specifically in planning or localism.

The Environment Council

The most relevant one, from which many others have developed.
Go to: http://www.the-environment-council.org.uk/learning-and-development/

Planning Advisory Service

The national Planning Advisory Service, sometimes in association with the Local Government Association, runs courses specifically
for local authority councillors on planning and the more recent ones focus heavily on localism and its implications. They also run
courses for planners. Go to: http://www.pas.gov.uk/pas/core/page.do?pageId=109166

The Glass-House Community-Led Design

Part of the Building Communities Consortium, The Glass-House Community-Led Design offers training to support community
groups working on planning and design. The charity also offers independent support and advice on effective and collaborative
processes. Go to http://www.theglasshouse.org.uk/what-we-do/ for more information

National Communities Resource Centre

The National Communities Resource Centre offers bespoke training for communities. Go to: http://www.traffordhall.com/

References
Planning Portal

Planning terminology can be confusing to say the least! The Planning Portal provides a glossary of all planning related terms; a good
reference guide. Go to: http://www.planningportal.gov.uk/general/glossaryandlinks/glossary/s

Community Planning Handbook

For a comprehensive guide to a wide variety of methods with case studies and reams of further information see Nick Wates’
Community Planning Handbook and the associated website - http://www.communityplanning.net/

‘Making the Case for Public Engagement’

Proving that good engagement can be cost-effective, Involve have produced a practical Toolkit to help in understanding and making
the business case for engagement. Go to: http://www.involve.org.uk/making-the-case-for-public- engagement/

Inspire East

Reports produced by Inspire East (the Regional Centre of Excellence for the East of England) provide a useful overview of
community-led planning research reports, along with some useful guides aimed at councillors and local officers.
Available here until March 2012: http://www.inspire-east.org.uk/communityledplanning_3.aspx?Area=NETWORK6

Community Council of Essex

The Community Council of Essex http://www.essexrcc.org.uk is in the process of producing a ‘Neighbourhood Development Planning
Guide’. It is listed here because it is not yet clear whether this will be specifically for Neighbourhood Development Plans – in which case it
will belong with that particular Choice – or whether it will be more general.

Planning Advisory Service

The Planning Advisory Service provides a range of valuable support and resources around planning reform aimed at councillors and
local authority officers. Go to: http://www.pas.gov.uk/pas/core/page.do?pageId=1089058

Creating Excellence

(the South West’s regional advice centre on community development) has produced a valuable guide to Localism, of
relevance not just to their area. (They are also the SW outpost for CABE) http://www.creatingexcellence.org.uk/wrap.
php?file=empowerment03.htm&opt=23&idx=17#start_contents

Localism Network
Finally, the Localism Network, two members of which contributed to this guide.The network provides briefings, training and
practical project support on any or all of the approaches covered in this guide. Go to: http://www.localism network.org.uk
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PART TWO Choices in detail

F

urther detail on the main choices (or approaches) is given in this section. It
covers, for each:

• A description
• Basic ‘pros and cons’
• Where and when to use

• Links with other approaches
• Value to specific groups
• Further information – notably specific method guides

In some cases we offer a brief example of the approach in use (but not, of course of Localism Act approaches as none are yet complete).

WHY THIS LIST OF APPROACHES?

This is what earlier research showed to be the most
relevant approaches for all parties and three are
exactly as proposed in the Localism Act. Although
it should not matter who initiates a particular
approach, included are some that would more
obviously be started by developers, local authorities,

landowners and businesses, as well as some more
likely to be initiated by local communities and
NGOs. Although statutory plan-making is not a
choice because it is a legal requirement, the type and
level of engagement in plan-making is a choice.

The approaches used here are not just a list.They have been arranged in a broad sequence under four main headings as below.

1 BUILDING BLOCKS
This is the background evidence and assessment, information and guidelines that is needed to underpin a
statutory plan or help to shape a development. Included are:
• Community Plans (Parish and Town Plans)
• Local Distinctiveness Studies
• Community Design Statements (Village and Town Design Statements)
• Area-wide Landscape Character Assessment
• Local Landscape Character Assessment
• Conservation Area Character Assessment
The last three above are forms of ‘Assessment’. This is explained further below and we recommend reading this
section before looking at the specific Choices.

2 STATUTORY PLAN-MAKING
In line with the current changes in the planning system, there are now just two of these:
• Local Plans
• Neighbourhood Development Plans

3 CONCEPT STATEMENTS
These stand alone because they can act as a bridge between plan-making and development management
and they are the only approach to be deliberately designed to be genuinely collaborative.
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4 DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT (or development control)
This covers two established approaches and two in the Localism Act:
• Pre-application engagement
• Planning Performance Agreements
• Neighbourhood Development Orders
• Community Right to Build Orders

ASSESSMENT AND GUIDELINES GENERALLY
The past 20 years have seen an increase in understanding the importance of local character and local
distinctiveness and the need to protect and enhance the ‘spirit’ of place. What makes a place unique is a
mixture of the everyday and the distinctive physical, social and economic characteristics of a place It is also
about the interaction of people with places. This is key to all four assessment approaches covered.
Formats for assessing local character and local distinctiveness have developed in three main ways - for
landscapes, for areas of built environment (town, neighbourhood etc.) and for formally designated areas
(especially Conservation Areas). These have usually been professionally-led but sometimes with a small
amount of community engagement. They are:
LANDSCAPE CHARACTER
ASSESSMENT:

LOCAL DISTINCTIVENESS
STUDIES:

CONSERVATION AREA
CHARACTER ASSESSMENT:

This is well established and
is usually focused on large
areas such as a District or a
designated landscape.

Assessment of larger areas
of built environment is less
well established but there has
been a recent increase in the
development of these.

This is also well established.
The agency leading on it –
English Heritage - is also now
developing a range of other
forms of assessment.

To complement this higher level work, there are
well established approaches for more localised
built environment assessment – Community Design
Statements, and less well established ones for
landscapes – Community/Local Landscape Character
Assessment. All of these are very much communityled.
Most importantly, the issue of who ‘leads’ and who
‘does’ is now becoming rather blurred. Professionals
might lead a Landscape Character Assessment or
Distinctiveness Study but extensive community
engagement is becoming more common.
There are even some recent examples of

communities taking the lead and doing almost all
the work on Conservation Area Assessment. From
the other direction, research has shown that the
most effective community-led assessments have
been those that also involved relevant professionals.
In other words, the world is slowly shifting towards
collaborative working, whoever ‘leads’.
Just to complicate matters, while most of the above
approaches are mainly descriptive, there is also
the term ‘Statement’. Statements, as in Village/Town
Design Statements, have always included some
thorough description but have also always included
some design guidelines.

In summary, one can almost ignore the titles but it is crucial to be clear whether you are seeking general analysis and
description that can inform a plan or the brief for a development, or guidelines that set down what content or qualities
you are seeking, especially in terms of design. And it is also possible, often appropriate, to do a bit of each.
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BUILDING BLOCKS 1: Community plans

S

ince their formal introduction in the 2000 Rural White Paper, around 4,000 Parish Plans
(PPs) have been prepared, covering nearly half the parishes in rural England. Their stated
purpose is for the local community to identify problems, to explore the key ser vices and
facilities that a village needs, and to show how the character of villages might be protected.
A good Parish Plan encompasses all those matters that the whole local community considers
important and must include an action plan for those that could be addressed directly by
the community itself. There is no fixed list of topics, but a plan might embrace, for example,
affordable housing, retail ser vices, health and personal care, traffic, crime and tourism. Many
have been or are being reviewed.
Market Town Plans (MTPs) were also launched
in 2000 as part of the Market Towns Initiative,
which aimed to revitalise market towns and their
surrounding areas with very strong community
involvement. Each plan follows on from a
‘Healthcheck’ study undertaken to establish the
town’s economic, social and environmental ‘health’
and to develop a vision for the town’s future.
Typically, a MTP includes a summary of the town’s
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats;
a vision for the future; a statement of strategic
Advantages
• Very high community participation rates
• Good collaboration between different interests
• Holistic in scope, allowing linkages to be made
between different issues
• Over 4,000 PPs prepared, indicating that they are
well-embedded
• Track record of successfully deploying a range of
engagement techniques
• Foster enhanced social capital in local
communities
• Potential formal adoption by Parish/Town Councils
• Provide detailed knowledge or insights not
available to local authority planners
• Effective at identifying locally perceived problems
and assets
• Must include an action plan, so they are practical
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objectives; a list of specific economic, social or
environmental projects; and consideration of the
funding and phasing of those projects. As with PPs,
many have been or are being reviewed.
Community Plans should not include core planning,
land use or spatial issues, ie. what development might
happen where. They can, however, refer to statutory
land use plans and the information they contain can
make an extremely valuable contribution to the
evidence base for a statutory plan and to deciding
the community benefits of specific developments.
Disadvantages
• Can be inconsistent in their rigour of processing
information
• Cannot make specific land use proposals
• Can be dependent on enthusiasm of a few people
or on the vigour of Parish/Town Council
• Never properly marketed to or supported by
local authority planners
• May not be supported in their preparation or in
their results by a local authority
• Little involvement in preparation by planners,
developers or other interests
• If dependent on external pots of money or
residents’ wealth, can be ‘regressive’
• Can raise expectations unrealistically
• Lack of legal status
• Little power or resource to implement proposals

Where and when to use
Ideally, Community Plans should be prepared for all parish/town council areas and their neighbourhood equivalents
in urban areas. They should become a normal part of formal representative democracy exercised by Parish and
Town Councils and formally constituted Neighbourhood Forums. Parish/Town Plan methods are particularly
valuable where a ‘holistic’ approach offers a broader context for specific spatial planning proposals – for example
where there is a range of issues relating to lack of services and facilities in a relatively disadvantaged area. They
are also valuable where detailed knowledge of problems and opportunities can enhance the appropriateness and
quality of spatial planning proposals. They are also of major value, almost indispensible, when deciding where any
money from the future Community Infrastructure Levy could be spent within a recipient community.

Links with other methods
•
•
•

Engagement in plan-making can be enriched by information or evidence from Parish and Town Plans.
Neighbourhood Development Plans could deal with the land use and development proposals within the
broader canvas of Parish and Town Plans.
Built Environment Assessment and Landscape Assessment have often been used successfully as complements
to a Community Plan.

Specific value for key groups
FOR PLANNERS
It is beginning to be recognised that
Community Plans provide added
value to strategic spatial planning
in terms of local knowledge, insight
and priorities about specific places
and communities.

FOR DEVELOPERS

As the new Community
Infrastructure Levy begins to be
used, and as planners seek more
diverse uses in many developments,
a good Community Plan can
provide a strong rationale for
decisions about development mix.

FOR COMMUNITIES
Community Plans are effective in
developing social capital within
local communities, also enhancing a
community’s ability to contribute to
a wider range of planning initiatives.

Further information
•
•
•
•
•

The key national guidance (if for rural communities), comes from ACRE (Action with Communities in Rural England).
They have now produced an updated version of their guide to community planning: http://www.acre.org.uk/our-work/
community-led-planning/Resources/Community+Guidance
Also in rural areas, consult your local Rural Community Council for information about Parish and Market Town Plans. To
find the relevant Rural Community Council go to the ACRE website: http://www.acre.org.uk/
Information on Parish Plans can be found on the Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs’ website: http://
www.defra.gov.uk/rural/communities/parish-planning.htm
Guidance for town and parish councils is available at:
http://www.Ruralcommunities.gov.uk/publications/ca122parishplansguidanceforparishandtowncouncils
For information on Market Town Plans go to: http://towns.org.uk

Example
Carrick and Caradon district councils in Cornwall worked jointly on a project using a community planner to work with
a parish from each district to have appropriate elements of their Parish Plans adopted as Supplementary Planning
Documents (SPD). The aim was to establish a protocol to enable the adoption of further Parish Plans and to ensure that
the wishes of the community would be taken into account in development management decisions. The project ran from
November 2007 to March 2008 and resulted in the adoption of elements of the St Just in Roseland Parish plan as SPD and this is still used in development management decision making and is referred to in reports and at committee.
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BUILDING BLOCKS 2: Local Distinctivene

E

xploring, describing and using studies of local distinctiveness (village, neighbourhood,
perhaps whole town) has a good pedigree, as will be seen next in Building Blocks 3:
Community Design Statements. More recently, drawing on work at ver y local level and on
developing good practice about distinctiveness in design, some local authorities have started
to prepare studies for bigger areas. That might be a whole district or perhaps a large town
(see example below). The aim of such studies is not to tr y to assess a whole large area as if it
has only one character, but to identify and describe each of the many distinctive character sub
areas or neighbourhoods within.

In general, the few Local Distinctiveness Studies
that have been done have focused more on
description and less on guidelines. In addition
at least one district-wide study is based on the
idea that local people will then elaborate the
authority’s ‘broad brush’ work through more
detailed very local studies. In other words, areawide Distinctiveness Studies covers much the same
material as local studies so can work extremely
well with very local Design Statements. It is not
really important which starts first. They do not
as yet have any formal status within the planning
system.
There is not, as yet, any basic framework
or generally accepted format for area-wide
Distinctiveness Studies. However, anyone involved
in urban design work would recognise many of the

Advantages
• An overall assessment can help to justify local
planning decisions
• Though each area is different, some key aspects
can apply across a larger area (e.g. materials)
• An area-wide assessment can encourage local
people to do their own very local one
• Can help to bridge from inevitably rather general
Local Plan policies to specific local ones
• Can provide a template to be used with care by
more local studies
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features, issues and approaches used by studies
to date: landmarks, key routes, spatial character
of areas, landscape patterns, key views, the ‘lie of
the land’ etc. If the approach starts to be more
common, some sort of framework will probably be
needed (as it was with Village Design Statements).
Additionally, there is no agreed approach to
the role of local communities or the form of
appropriate community involvement. Most
recent studies have been done very much by
planning or urban design professionals, apparently
with little community involvement. As a matter
of collaborative principle, however, it is as
important to engage local communities fully in the
development of area-wide Distinctiveness Studies
as it is for local people to draw on specialist help
when doing a local Design Statement!

Disadvantages
• Can be rather too broad and general and miss
key, very local factors
• The frameworks can be too rigid for use at very
local level
• Generally seen as something for specialists alone
to do
• They have, as yet, no real legitimacy in statutory
planning
• Methods at present are very urban design
focused and may be less appropriate for more
rural settings

ess Studies
Where and when to use
There is no clear place in planning procedures for Distinctiveness Studies but, to reinforce all design policies,
especially when no or few very Community Design Statements have been produced, an area-wide study can
have great value. If some local Statements or studies have been produced it is then very important to make sure
that they are taken as the start of any area-wide study, ie, that the two are not seen as separate or in conflict.

Potential links with other methods
•
•
•

As outlined above, there is great value in a prepared format and process for integrating area-wide studies
with Community Design Statements.
According to the nature of a district, a Distinctiveness Study can work very well with a Landscape Character
Assessment.
An area-wide study can provide valuable evidence for a Concept Statement.

Specific value for key groups
FOR PLANNERS
Distinctiveness Studies can provide
a strong link between policies at
Local Plan level and development
management policies and practice.

FOR DEVELOPERS

An area-wide study can inform
local decisions on design issues
and/or prompt the development of
a more specific Community Design
Statement.

FOR COMMUNITIES
As with any main strategic policy,
an area-wide study can provide a
valuable starter into appropriate
design approaches in an area.

Further information
•

No general guidance yet exists but CABE’s overall principles about design are valuable. Go to: http://www.
designcouncil.org.uk/our-work/CABE/Localism-and-planning/

We know of two interesting and thorough Local Distinctiveness Studies:
• Brighton and Hove Council:
http://www.brighton-hove.gov.uk/index.cfm?request=c1162887
• New Forest District Council:
http://www.newforest.gov.uk/index.cfm

Example
Brighton and Hove City Council’s Urban Characterisation Study is a document that helps to guide decisions
about ‘location, form and type of future development ’ in the coastal city. Through description and analysis of the
city’s urban structure and of the distinct neighbourhoods that characterise it, the study provides a reference for
development, regeneration and conservation in the city. Neighbourhoods are identified based on a number of
characteristics including historic influences, land use and architecture.
The understanding of the character of neighbourhoods and how those contribute to the overall character of place
provides a reference for not only how the city council plans and manages future development to maintain and
enhance Brighton and Hove’s identity, but also for communities and developers planning for regeneration and
development.
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BUILDING BLOCKS 3: Community Design

T

he histor y of local, mainly community-led, Design Statements starts in rural areas, in
villages in particular, then moves on to towns. There is as yet ver y little experience of
Design Statements being developed by communities in and for their urban neighbourhoods
but there is no reason at all why that should not happen much more. In general, Community
Design Statements as described here are a more local version of professionally-led Local
Distinctiveness Studies (as in Building Blocks 2).
Village and Town Design Statements (VDSs and TDSs)
focus specifically on design and local distinctiveness.
They were deliberately developed within a clear
and narrow frame of reference - the design of new
development.The aim was to ensure a close ‘fit’ with
the statutory planning system and thereby to maximise
their effectiveness.They are, first, a way of recording,
celebrating and enhancing what a local community feels
are the distinctive features that make their particular
village or town unique. Secondly, those features can
then be used to frame design guidelines for use in early
discussions with developers and designers.They focus
on how development might look and should not drift
into commenting on whether or where development
Advantages
• Very clear focus on design and local
distinctiveness
• Good ‘fit’ in the planning system; a ready link with
Local Plans and can be adopted as SPD
• Provide local insight, knowledge not accessible to
local planners
• Proven degree of support from planners where
they have been involved
• Clear terms of reference – how, not where
development should occur
• Can draw developers into the process
• They have a 20 year track record

might best happen.
Most VDSs have been done very much by local people.
For TDSs the larger scale involves studies to determine
various ‘character areas’ within a town after which
often quite different conclusions could emerge, and
different people could get involved, for each area.This
brings them closer to Local Distinctiveness Studies.This
can also mean greater involvement of local authority
and other professionals
Many VDSs and TDSs have been formally adopted as
Supplementary Planning Documents (SPD) and some
authorities term them SPAs – Supplementary Planning
Advice, though this has no legal status.
• Can build community capacity in design
Disadvantages
• Can be dominated by a small number of
educated, design-aware people and not involve
the whole community
• Can be initiated to stop development so possible
association with nimbyism
• Can have too much emphasis on conservation/
replication
• Can lead to splits in the community
• Coverage is patchy and dependent on motivated
individuals
• Producing them is only the start; getting them
used by planners and developers is the real
challenge

Where and when to use
Community Design Statements provide a way to identify and preserve local distinctiveness,. They ensure
that any future growth and development is sensitive to distinctive elements of the place and its setting that
contr,ibute to its identity. A local community that recognises and together with local authority planners. This
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n Statements
collaborative approach can produce a robust document that can be used in determining planning applications.
The preparation of a Community Design Statement can be of particular use where there are existing, or
imminent, development pressures, e.g. through housing allocations in planning policy. It can be a way for a
community to contribute positively to proposed changes, helping to ensure responsive and distinctive schemes
that enhance and reinforce an area’s character.

Potential links with other methods
•
•
•
•

In rural areas in particular (especially if edge of settlement sites are under consideration), linking a Design
Statement to a Community Landscape Assessment is probably essential.
Having a Design Statement in place is an extremely valuable precursor to developing a Neighbourhood
Development Order for minor planning applications.
A Design Statement can fill in the design detail of a Concept Statement.
If an area-wide Local Distinctiveness Study is to be done across a wider area, very local work can contribute
to this and may be better than producing a separate Community Design Statement.

Specific value for key groups
FOR PLANNERS:
They provide added value for
policy planners to statutory
development planning in terms
of knowledge and insight about
specific places. They provide a
level and detail about specific
places, even sites, that can help to
inform the specific standards for
developments.

FOR COMMUNITIES:
They offer a chance to build an
understanding of locally distinctive
features, and ensure an informed
approach to any change that may
be proposed.

FOR DEVELOPERS:
Well prepared characterisation
and guidelines can speed the
development process considerably.
If relatively large developments
are planned for an area, it can
be effective for a landowner or
developer to fund a Community
Design Statement.

Further information
•
•

We understand that the original guides to VDSs and TDSs produced by the Countryside Agency are still available
(only as downloads, not hard copy) from Natural England but were unable to locate them on the website which is:
http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/about_us/default.aspx
In rural areas, consult your local Rural Community Council, and/or Local Planning Authority for information about
Design Statements. Some RCCs produce their own county guidance.

Example
One of the first VDSs was produced by the community of Cottenham, north of Cambridge. It was fully supported by
South Cambridgeshire District Council and formally adopted as Supplementary Planning Guidance. The community
have since been very proactive in placing their VDS into the hands of potential developers and the Statement
has been used well in the development management process. The community involvement has also led to other
initiatives in the village, for example on paths and open spaces. Two years ago the VDS was formally reviewed
and all involved judged that it had made a real difference to the quality of local developments. It has now been
updated and adopted as SPD.
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BUILDING BLOCKS 4: Area-Wide Landsc

F

or many years planners and others attempted to ensure that landscape features and
landscape character were taken into account in key planning decisions, notably about
what development might go where and about layout and design. Such attempts often
foundered against legal challenge, for example at appeals. This was mainly because there
was no generally agreed framework or methodology for assessing and valuing landscape.
Almost 20 years ago government agencies (Countr yside Commission with English Nature)
produced the badly needed framework. As a result local authorities and others (e.g. teams
managing AONBs) started to prepare Landscape Character Assessments (LCAs) for their
areas as part of, or linked to, statutor y planning work. Although not all relevant authorities
have done this, it is now for many a common feature of any new plans - sometimes done
by a County, sometimes by a District. The results are used to guide broader decisions about
possible development locations and more specific decisions about the layout and design of
developments. As the guidance says:

Landscape Character Assessment can help:
• decide policies in development plans;
• inform the siting and design of particular types of development, such as housing, minerals;
telecommunications and wind energy;
• assess land availability for a range of uses, including new development;
• provide information for Environmental Assessment of plans, policies and individual development proposals.
When first used, it was assumed that undertaking assessment was a highly specialised task so most
authorities appointed consultants to do it, almost always with no community consultation at all.
More recently it has become accepted practice that there should be a good level of community or
stakeholder involvement. As the latest guidance says:

“Involving …. stakeholders …. will be a sound investment. It will produce results that are better informed and which
encourage greater involvement in their use for determining better development and land management decisions.”
Nearly all completed assessments are area-wide rather than local and concerns are often raised about how
specific they are when dealing with a single village or town, or with a single site. They therefore complement
local work (see Building Blocks 5).
Advantages
• Can help to ensure more appropriate development locations and design
• Pick up and reflect local interest in landscape settings
• If done to set standards they can stand up at
inquiries and appeals
• Can be very engaging and enjoyable for contributors
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Disadvantages
• Can be too ‘broad brush’ to genuinely guide specific decisions
• Still seen by some as the reserve of specialists
• Can sometimes exclude settlements, so not providing a holistic picture

cape Character Assessment
Where and when to use
A LCA should be an essential part of any strategic level plan, in fact a plan might be deemed unsound if a LCA
has not been completed. Once in a plan the LCA should be used in helping to decide development locations and
then in helping to shape specific developments.

Potential links with other methods
•
•
•
•

Area-wide LCA work can be completely complementary to Local Landscape Character Assessment.
Developing a LCA as part of plan-making can be an extremely effective way of engaging local people.
The results of a LCA can be used in developing Concept Statements.
Ideally an area-wide LCA should be developed closely with an area-wide Distinctiveness Study.

Specific value for key groups
FOR PLANNERS
LCA is probably now almost a
mandatory requirement and can
strengthen any plan.

FOR COMMUNITIES

Engaging in an authority’s LCA
can not only enrich the results
but enhance local capacity to
address landscape issues on specific
projects.

FOR DEVELOPERS
As with any study underpinning
a plan, a LCA can and should
be used to inform development
proposals.

Further information
The national guidance now comes from Natural England as follows:
http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/landscape/englands/character/assessment/default.aspx
Many authorities publish more local guidance as well as their actual LCA and how to use it.
A typical example is Suffolk. Go to:
http://www.suffolklandscape.org.uk/
Valuable information is also available from the national Landscape Character Network, now hosted by Natural England.
Go to:
http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/landscape/englands/character/lcn/default.aspx
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BUILDING BLOCKS 5: Local Landscape C

A

s a complement to Community Design Statements, which focus mainly on the built
environment, community-led methods were developed to look at the wider but still local
landscape context of places. Local Landscape Character Assessment (LLCA)therefore also
complements area-wide Landscape Character Assessment (Building Blocks 4). It has obvious
relevance to rural settings, to the village in its landscape but, thinking about landscape in its
broadest sense, it can also be relevant on the fringes of towns and cities, especially as urban
extensions are now being considered in many places.
The format of LLCA is very similar to that of
Community Design Statements. Guidance outlines
a series of factors that need to be looked at to
characterise a landscape and then suggests some
methods that can be used by local people to
undertake the study. The outcome is also similar to
a Community Design Statement, i.e. it is a summary
of key points from the analysis and some resulting
guidelines about changes, including but not limited
to new development.
Advantages
• Can be undertaken by local communities
• Very engaging and enjoyable
• Can influence plan-making
• Can influence development control decisions
• Provide local insight, knowledge about the local
environment not accessible to local planners
• Can build community capacity on landscape
issues

There is still some uncertainty about whether a
carefully prepared LLCA can be formally adopted
by the local planning authority as a Supplementary
Planning Document (SPD). Despite this, and
especially if locked into an area-wide assessment
and/or Community Design Statement, such
documents can carry genuine weight in the planning
system and can at least be formally endorsed by a
local planning authority.
Disadvantages
• Uncertain links to similar work at authority level
• Can be dominated by small number of educated,
design-aware people and not involve whole
community
• Can have a too heavy conservation emphasis
• Not yet well developed and can be overly
subjective
• Uncertainty over formal adoption into the
planning system

Where and when to use
A LLCA can be particularly valuable when there is a likelihood of development on the edge of a village, town or
city or in the nearby landscape. It is always better if prepared in advance of the above rather than just in response
to it. It can also be included within a broader LCA.

Potential links with other methods
•

There are strong links with any area-wide Landscape Character Assessment, although the latter does not have
to precede the former.
• LLCA fits extremely well with Community Design Statements, in fact there are probably many occasions on
which doing the two together is the best way to proceed.
• This approach can also fit in well with other forms of Character Assessment and Distinctiveness Studies.
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Character Assessment
•

There can also be links with Community Plans if these comment on open space, playing fields, wildlife,
ecological, agricultural or other local issues.

Specific value for key groups
FOR PLANNERS
LLCA can be an excellent, even an
essential, complement to area-wide
assessment.

FOR COMMUNITIES

Engaging in an authority’s LCA
Undertaking a LLCA can help to
reinforce the context of a built
settlement and help to deal with
any new fringe sites. It can also
build community capacity on
design.

FOR DEVELOPERS
There is every reason why a
landowner/developer should
consider supporting the production
of a LLCA.

Further information
•

•

Local Landscape Character Assessment was first developed by the Cheshire Landscape Trust. Their guidance is available
from:
http://www.cheshirelandscapetrust.org.uk/village-design.html
Guidance is also available from the Campaign to Protect Rural England entitled ‘Unlocking the Landscape’. Available at:
http://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/countryside/landscapes/item/1929-

Example
This approach was first piloted and then developed by the Cheshire Landscape Trust with support from the
Countryside Agency. The Trust has since helped around 15 communities to produce their own community LLCAs.
All communities were concerned at the outset about whether an LCA could be formally adopted as SPG/SPD
and hoped that could be the case. However, advice from Government Office North West was uncertain about the
possibility of formal adoption, so most communities chose to produce two documents as a ‘suite’ – a Village Design
Statement that could be adopted and a closely linked LLCA. This at least gave the LLCA some clout and, prior the
local government changes in Cheshire, most authorities made very positive use of the community LLCAs in their
plan-making and there have been similarly positive examples of their use in development management.
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BUILDING BLOCKS 6: Conservation Area

W

hen a Conser vation Area is formally designated, that is done on the basis of an initial
professional sur vey - often ver y quickly if a development threat is looming. Once
designated, it is then a requirement for there to be a far more thorough assessment of the
character of that area that includes some general guidelines. Such assessments are relatively
expensive and often assumed to need specialist consultant expertise. They are therefore not
always seen as an urgent priority for local authorities and, as a result, many designated areas
still lack a thorough assessment. Because all sorts of small details that normally fall outside
planning control – door colours, gutter details, paving, railings etc. – can be controlled in a
Conser vation Area, any sur vey also needs to be quite detailed and rigorous formal guidelines
exist from English Heritage about this.

Until recently such surveys were the exclusive
territory of specific professionals. However, although
there is still an absolute need for qualified professional
oversight and assistance, many authorities – with
the support of English Heritage – are now working
closely with local community groups to prepare
formal Assessments. In some cases local people
have been enabled to do all the survey work under

careful guidance, even sometimes the drafting of final
documents. This often reflects the existence, in many
communities, of highly skilled and knowledgeable
local history groups. This work can also still involve
heritage specialists.
Done this way, these are genuinely collaborative
approaches.

Advantages
• Can be undertaken by local communities
• Communities can engage at various levels – from
helping on part of a survey to doing ‘everything’
• This can build on good local history work
• There are clear, strong guidelines for how to do
assessments
• Properly done, assessment can carry real weight
in development control
• The range of issues can engage all sorts of
people
• Nowadays, assessment can be, and is being, done
on any area, not just Conservation Areas
• Some outputs by communities can complement
assessment undertaken at local authority level

Disadvantages
• Some technical/expert issues can be demanding
to deal with
• Access to relevant experts can be difficult in
some places
• It is quite time-consuming
• Not all experts support a role for the
community in such work
• Some local communities may wish to get into far
more detail than the regulations allow
• Communities may also wish to introduce
stronger and more detailed guidelines than is
acceptable under usual procedures

Where and when to use
Because such assessments are part of a formal statutory process, there is no real discretion on where and when
they can be used. If a Conservation Area has been designated and the full assessment has not been done, this
can weaken control of changes and developments.
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Character Assessment
Potential links with other methods
•
•

Many villages, towns and city neighbourhoods have Conservation Areas within them so assessment work can
link very well with Community Design Statements.
There are also links to be made with Landscape Assessment (Building Blocks 4 and 5), either as done at areawide level or more locally.

Specific value for key groups
FOR PLANNERS
Given the probably decreasing
availability of staff resources, and
hence also skills, for undertaking
even formally required studies such
as Conservation Area Assessments,
there are huge practical benefits
for planning authorities to work on
such issues with local communities.

FOR COMMUNITIES

As well as providing the community
with greater reassurance about the
quality of any new developments
or even minor changes, working on
such assessments is excellent for
community capacity building.

FOR DEVELOPERS
Given that any developer intending
to develop in an area rich in history
would normally organise their own
survey and analysis work on local
historic character there can be real
benefits from engaging local people
to contribute to this work.

Guidance
•
•

Various English Heritage guides are available, for example Understanding Place:
http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/publications/understanding-place-principles-practice/
Oxford City Council have produced a Character Assessment Toolkit, available at:
http://www.oxford.gov.uk/PageRender/decP/CharacterAppraisalToolkit.htm

Example
A community in Bristol is currently advancing a medley of assessment approaches. Part of their area is in a
Conservation Area (and is only part of that Conservation Area). The other part is, arguably, of a suitable quality
to be part of that Conservation Area but making the necessary changes is time-consuming and costly for
the authority; another reason why they are now supporting communities to do some of the assessment work.
The community group will be producing a ‘Character Assessment and Design Statement’ so it will have its
roots in thorough historical studies, detailed street-by-street surveys and some local archaeology (they call it
‘garden-walking’ rather than ‘fieldwalking’!). That baseline will then be used to produce specific guidance for
the Conservation Area and less detailed guidance for the remainder of the area. They are doing all the work
themselves (involving many beyond the group, including the local school) and have liaised carefully with the City
Council to ensure that their methods and coverage are appropriate, and they will do so again to ensure that the
outcomes will be fully supportable in legal terms.

41

STATUTORY PLAN MAKING 1: Local Plan
Please note:

• The term used in the title is ‘Local Plans’.This is because the draft National Planning
Policy Framework is suggesting that the present ‘portfolio’ system of Local Development
Frameworks should be replaced with a single plan – a Local Plan.
• The focus in this section is not on plan-making as a whole but on involvement in plan-making,
ideally moving this towards more genuinely collaborative approaches.
• As this is about statutory plans, there is of course no ‘choice’ about whether or not to do
them or to involve people – that is the law.

T

he 2004 Planning Act made it mandator y for ever y planning authority to draft, then have
examined and adopted, a Statement of Community Involvement (SCI) as part of statutor y
plan-making. The main role of an SCI is to lay down principles for effective community
involvement and to set out methods or processes to be used at different stages of planmaking. The SCI should identify which community groups need to be involved at different
stages (with special consideration given to those groups not normally involved) and how
landowner and developer interests should be engaged.
Once a Statement of Community Involvement is in
place the planning authority has to follow its principles
and procedures and prepare a report to show how
they undertook the work and what notice they took
of respondents’ comments in preparing their plan.
The Inspector is required to study this report when
examining any statutory plan and could, in principle,
declare the plan ‘unsound’ if the standards in the SCI
have not been followed or if relevant responses have
been ignored.
The results of the Government’s own research on
statutory plan preparation suggest that many of
the ambitions behind Statements of Community
Involvement have not generally been delivered,
Advantages
• Early involvement in plan-making offers
communities and other stakeholders the
opportunity to consider different issues and
options and to influence policy before it becomes
place/site-specific
• The importance of SCIs is strengthened by
legislation and national policy statement
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something reinforced by other commentators. In
general the results suggest that there has not been
enough movement towards thorough involvement or
engagement, certainly not any genuinely collaborative
working.
The Localism Act does not propose to alter the
current requirement to prepare a Statement of
Community Involvement and there is no reference to
SCIs in the draft National Planning Policy Framework.
However, noting some general comments in
government publications, it is reasonable to assume
that the general trend towards better engagement still
stands and that SCIs will remain.

Disadvantages
• The application of SCIs varies considerably
between local authorities, with some not meeting
even minimum requirements
• The shift to community engagement as an integral
part of statutory plan-making has been generally
slow

ns
Advantages
• Local authorities can develop engagement
processes to suit different community and
stakeholder needs
• National requirements should provide a consistent
approach to involvement of the community in
statutory plan-making

Disadvantages
• Community groups find difficulty engaging with
wider policy issues in Core Strategies
• Debate in the development of Core Strategies
can be conducted in language unfamiliar to
community groups

Where and when to use
Community involvement (the term used most often) is a statutory requirement. The preparation of a Statement
of Community Involvement is compulsory for all statutory plan-making. Its application should be fashioned to
suit each type of plan or stage in plan-making. This should include, for example, decisions on which community
groups should be actively targeted, how many engagement opportunities should be provided and what
form those opportunities should take. Both the preparation and application of an SCI should be a genuinely
collaborative exercise.

Potential links with other tools
•

If any Neighbourhood Development Plans have been prepared in advance of any area-wide statutory plan (or
review) these provide not just evidence but robust guidance about options, sites etc.
• Everything produced through the approaches described in the Building Blocks section can provide valuable
evidence of community visions and aspirations, information about places and people and issues to be
addressed in plans.
• When specific sites are being considered there is great value in using Concept Statements as these are a
genuinely collaborative approach.

Specific value for key groups
FOR PLANNERS

FOR COMMUNITIES

Given the probably decreasing Improving the quality
and depth of involvement in plan-making can help to
speed the process to adoption, secure wider public
support and increase confidence, and probably save on
overall resources.

There can be a danger that producing Community
Design Statements or starting a Neighbourhood
Development Plan can divert from really influencing the
strategic level plan for an area. Engaging with strategic
plan-making may be challenging but it is an absolutely
crucial first step (if not too late).

Further information
•

For a clear explanation of current arrangements for Statements of Community Involvement, see:
http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/planningandbuilding/pdf/pps12lsp.pdf

•

For an example of a Statement of Community Involvement, see:
http://www.camden.gov.uk/ccm/cms-service/stream/asset/?asset_id=563064
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STATUTORY PLAN MAKING 2: Neighbour

T

his is one of the new approaches in the Localism Act. Because Regulations and government
guidance have not yet been published, all that follows should be treated as interim.

Neighbourhood Development Plans (NDPs, sometimes
just called Neighbourhood Plans) are intended to give
communities direct power, within certain limits, to plan
the areas in which they live.

Parish/Town Councils and formally constituted
‘Neighbourhood Forums’ in towns and cities must
secure agreement from their planning authority to
produce NDPs. But that cannot reasionably be refused.

Once underway, a community can use its NDP to:
• develop a shared vision for their neighbourhood;
• set planning policies for the development and use of land;
• give planning permission through Neighbourhood Development Orders and Community Right to Build
Orders (see following sections).
This is intended to provide a set of tools for local
people to ensure that they get the right types of
development for their community. However, NDPs
must be in conformity with the strategic policies
of the Local Plan. NDPs should reflect the policies
set out in Local Plans and neighbourhoods should
plan positively to support them. Neighbourhoods
will have the power to promote more (but not less)
development than set out in the strategic policies of
the Local Plan.
Outside these strategic elements, NDPs will be able
to shape and direct aspects of development in their
area, subject to a presumption in favour of sustainable
development (as yet poorly defined). It is currently
unclear what aspects a NDP would cover. Coverage
would appear to include issues around road safety,
footpath improvement, design and perhaps density of
housing and provision of recreational facilities and so
Advantages
• Planners will be obliged to support communities
undertaking NDPs
• Would give the local community stronger
influence over aspects of land use and
development
• Would have more ‘bite’ than Parish Plans etc,
including legal force
• Would build on local knowledge and insight
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forth. It seems very likely that a NDP will also be able
to select sites for development (if not already decided
by a statutory Local Plan). When a NDP is made, the
policies it contains take precedence over existing
policies in the Local Plan for that neighbourhood.
Local authority planners will be formally obliged to
help communities to develop their NDPs.
There is no mention in the Localism Act of
community engagement in plan-making but it can be
assumed that SCI standards, at the very least, will
apply. A NDP must be assessed by an independent
examiner. If declared sound it must then go to a local
referendum. Only those on the electoral role can vote
and only if a majority of those actually voting support
the NDP can it then be adopted by the local authority.
It must be adopted by the authority if it has passed
successfully through the stages just described.

Disadvantages
• Uncertainty over defining neighbourhoods in
urban areas and agreeing this with LPAs
• Uncertainty about ‘Neighbourhood Forums’ in
urban areas
• Might not be the capacity in the local planning
authority to assist many local communities
• Might be difficulties withstanding legal challenge
• Could have potential to be ‘regressive’ – i.e.
strongest capacity amongst wealthy and educated

rhood Development Plans
Advantages
• Would be the responsibility of a formal part of
representative democracy, e.g. parish councils
• Would respond practically to local housing need
by allocating development sites
• Could stimulate greater ownership of planning
decisions amongst local communities
• Could encourage somnolent local planning
authorities to become more active and responsive

Disadvantages
• Not clear how contradictions between contiguous
plans would be resolved
• Relationship with statutory Local Plans still being
resolved
• Could become a vehicle for fracturing
communities in disputes over development land
• Proposed arrangements at all stages are highly
bureaucratic and time-consuming
• Many things a community might wish to cover,
as in a Parish Plan, that are not land use related
cannot be included

Where and when to use
Neighbourhood Development Plans are more likely to be effective where:
• there is already an adopted Local Plan;
• there are or will be pressures for development within the foreseeable future;
• there is an identified need for (e.g.) housing or social facilities;
• the local community has accepted the need for development and wishes to shape it.

Potential links with other methods
•

Everything produced through the approaches described in the Building Blocks section can provide valuable
evidence to inform a NDP.
• Though not being able to require pre-application engagement, a good NDP can certainly give it very strong
encouragement.
• A NDP can provide a sound base for moving forward with a Neighbourhood Development Order or
Community Right to Build Order.

Specific value for key groups
FOR PLANNERS
If properly prepared, NDPs could
benefit the local planning authority
by filling in the detail of strategic
Local Plans using local knowledge
and insights.

FOR COMMUNITIES

FOR DEVELOPERS

NDPs could enhance the role of
democratic local bodies, giving
them greater responsibility and
stimulating local democracy. By
accurately articulating local needs
and preferences, NDPs could
benefit the whole local community.

NDPs could be a vehicle for
developers to work with, and get
benefit from, the local community
rather than fighting them, especially
to guide projects in terms of mix
of development and a rationale
for the use of any Community
Infrastructure Levy.

Further information
•

For Government’s account of Neighbourhood Development Plans in the context of the emerging National Planning
Policy Framework, visit: http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/planningandbuilding/pdf/1951811.pdf
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CONCEPT STATEMENTS

‘C

oncept Statements’ is probably not a ver y engaging or informative title! They are best
thought of as an up-front, ‘broad brush’ form of Development Brief but with some
extremely important features that make them, when used properly, perhaps the only
deliberately collaborative approach listed in this guide.
Concept Statements bring together several aspects
of the planning, design and development process that
usually happen separately and at different times.
One key aspect is the introduction of planned
community engagement at the intermediate stage
between authority plan-making and developer
project design. This pre-empts problems at later
stages when too many aspects have already been set.
Another key aspect is the introduction of basic
financial viability appraisal into the statement
preparation process, critically important to ensure
that locally appropriate land values can be set early
enough. These key inputs are added in alongside
the usual development brief issues such as planning
policy, site characteristics, local needs and markets
and design standards. When all aspects are addressed
(which has not always been the case) the outcome
Advantages
• Quick and relatively cheap
• Prepared early (front-loaded)
• Help to set basic and broadly appropriate land
values
• Have a degree of status in the system
• Can cover any aspect of a potential project
• Can be used in plan-making
• Managed yet flexible
• Create common ground on key issues
• Endorsement
• Genuinely collaborative

can be a Statement that the local authority,
community and developer can all sign up to. But the
brief should be ‘broad-brush’ to allow for all the
usual factors that emerge once design and other
work is underway and which should rightly affect the
final result.
Because they should be developed collaboratively,
it does not matter who initiates them and pays for
them, as long as good practice is followed. They
can be triggered by a community, local authority,
landowner or developer. In addition, the end result
can be given some form of endorsement by the
local authority Planning Committee and that will (as
appeals have shown) give it all the necessary ‘clout’ if
one or other party tried to change things.
Concept Statements can also be used in plan-making
to ensure appropriate outcomes from key sites.
Disadvantages
• Use and practice to date fragmentary
• Too often done in the past without the
involvement or the viability work
• Can be too early to give clear results
• Does ‘endorsement’ stand up?
• Need to cover all aspects, not just some
• Can be too open, poorly specified

Where and when to use
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Concept Statements have limited use in choosing between different sites. They are good for fairly large and/or
complex projects and most useful when the landowner and/or developer are known and when it is clear who is

‘the community’. They need to be done as early as possible in the process and require two less familiar skills: basic
skills in development issues (including viability) and skills in facilitation.
It is important to be sure that the Local Planning Authority will accept and endorse the results and also to avoid
going into too much detail. They are not very expensive or demanding on people’s time and costs are usually
paid for by the authority and/or landowner

Potential links with other methods
•

Everything produced through the approaches described in the Building Blocks section can provide valuable
evidence to inform a Concept Statement.
• They can also play a valuable role within engagement on Local Plans or Neighbourhood Development Plans.

Specific value for key groups
By being genuinely collaborative they do of course have equal value for all!

Further information
The only guidance currently available was produced by the Countryside Agency before it merged with English Nature to
become Natural England. It is now only available as a downloadable pdf from the Natural England website at:
http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/Images/concept-statements_tcm6-19854.pdf

Example
At least one authority in the country requires a Concept Statement to be produced for any major project. One of
these was for land on the edge of a private airfield adjacent to an established community. The process started with
a full day workshop with around 50 extremely diverse participants – the stakeholders. The outcome was a long
list of basic principles and even some very general layout sketches for the development. After some further work
and sharing back with the stakeholders the Statement was endorsed by the Planning Committee. This potentially
controversial project was then able to move forward speedily and with generally good local support.
A local authority planning team now moving on to prepare its version of a Sites and Allocations Plan is aiming
to require the production of versions of Concept Statements for all possible sites. In all cases, whether the
process is led by the authority (for large sites) or the community (for smaller ones), there will be a manual that
will prescribe completely consistent principles and procedures to be used by all in producing Statements for the
sites. This consistency will enable a proper comparison of all sites and will create a clear link on to development
management work when proposals start to be developed.
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DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT 1: Pre-A

P

re-application engagement takes place in advance of a planning application for a major
development. Although all local authority Statements of Community Involvement are
required to mention pre-application engagement, authorities cannot formally require it to be
done. Public agencies have often chosen to do it, as have a few developers (and that number
is increasing).
Through pre-application engagement, a range of
people and organisations likely to be affected by the
proposal discuss and help to shape the final proposal.
Pre-application engagement is based on the premise
that dialogue is a better, more collaborative and
more positive way of delivering development in line
with local visions as well as strategic policies and
development interests. It is not compulsory (but see
below) and is therefore used to different degrees by
different local planning authorities.
Early engagement has significant potential to improve
the efficiency and effectiveness of the planning
application system for all parties. Good quality preapplication discussion enables better coordination

between public and private resources and improved
outcomes for the community. Local planning
authorities have a key role to play in encouraging
other parties to take maximum advantage of the preapplication stage. They cannot currently require that
a developer engages with them before submitting a
planning application, but they could encourage takeup of any pre-application services they do offer. They
could also, where they think this would be beneficial,
encourage any applicants who are not already
required to do so by law to engage with the local
community before submitting their applications. The
more issues that are considered at pre-application
stage, the greater the benefits.

Under the Localism Act pre-application consultation is now a formal requirement on projects of
over 200 houses or 10,000 square metres. The Act also reinforces the positive role that elected
members can and should play in pre-application discussions.
Advantages
• A genuine collaborative approach can be
established early, building trust, reducing conflict
and reducing delays
• Can provide confidence and added certainty
for applicants, local planning authority and local
stakeholders
• Can provide ‘market research’ for the developer
• Allows local community influence over the future
shape of the place where they live
• Can identify early opportunities for scheme
improvement / development
• Opportunity for a shared approach to community
infrastructure needs
• Now a statutory requirement on larger projects
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Disadvantages
• Only encouraged through SCIs rather than being
compulsory
• Can be undertaken too late, i.e. just before an
application is submitted at a point where changes
can be difficult to make.
• Can be undertaken more as a PR exercise rather
than a collaborative approach.

Application Engagement
Potential links with other methods
•
•

A Concept Statement can be a very useful vehicle for pre-application engagement.
Information or evidence from Community Plans can make a valuable contribution to pre-application
Engagement.

Specific value for key groups
Discussing development proposals in advance of submitting a planning application helps to build relationships
between different interests in delivering development schemes, offering benefits for all. More specifically:
FOR COMMUNITIES
it can give communities a chance
to understand what is proposed, to
explore how a development can
bring value to an area, to identify
which options would work best
within a local context, to help
shape solutions and to have their
say on a scheme.

FOR DEVELOPERS

FOR PLANNERS

It can provide developers with vital
local knowledge, reduce the risk of
challenges and delays, and identify
how a scheme can bring value to a
local area.

Good pre-application engagement
can identify issues of importance
to the local community and show
how the proposal has responded
to these. Planners will then need
to balance these considerations
alongside planning policy.

Further information
For clear guidance on pre-application engagement, visit:
http://www.rtpi.org.uk/download/9516/PAE_good_practice_guide.pdf
Constructive Talk is information produced by the Planning Advisory Service (PAS) through a steering group that
involved representatives of public sector planning organisations as well as the Home Builders Federation and others in
the property development sector. The guidance contains advice directed at councillors, local planning authorities and
developers. Go to:
http://www.pas.gov.uk/pas/core/page.do?pageId=111329
Getting Engaged is guidance produced by PAS (the Planning Advisory Service) around creative ways of involving
communities in pre-application discussions. Available at:
http://www.pas.gov.uk/pas/core/page.do?pageId=111434

Example
A very bland and run-down open space in South Bristol was to be improved by selling a small part for housing
and using the receipts to pay for the improvements to the open space. The first plans, produced with no real
involvement, were very vigorously rejected by several local communities. A new team was appointed and used very
thorough engagement and collaborative approaches in developing new proposals with the local community and
other key stakeholders. The plans were submitted for outline planning permission and, thanks to the engagement,
proceeded to approval with “staggeringly few objections”.
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DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT 2: Plann

P

lanning Performance Agreements (PPAs) are now used quite regularly on large, complex
developments. They involve a formal agreement between a potential applicant, usually a
private developer, and a local planning authority about which party needs to do what, with
whom and by when about the development of a site, usually an allocated one. This is based
on research that shows that considerable time and effort are wasted in advancing many
development projects because the appropriate information is not available to the right party
at the most useful possible time in the process.
At the heart of the process is collaborative working
and the guidance makes clear that this should always
include the local community and stakeholders.
However the guidance does not describe in detail
how this collaborative working should be managed.
PPA guidance places real emphasis on putting a PPA in
place as early as possible in the development process.
This is to avoid some key aspects becoming fixed
before all others have an opportunity to discuss them,
and to maximise the time available to reach widely
agreed conclusions. Getting in early can also help to
Advantages
• Agreements on who, what, where and when are
made early and formally
• Can speed processes as well as ensure the
introduction of all relevant issues at the right time
• Require collaborative working, including with local
people
• Once in place they make later discussions more
coherent
• Can be initiated by anybody and can apply to
small as well as large projects
• Very cost-effective, which can benefit the end
results

avoid wasted time if it becomes clear that a project
is unlikely to proceed, especially if a site is not yet
formally allocated.
Although PPAs are usually prepared for large sites and
between just two main partners. However, there is no
reason why the same approach could not be used for
small sites and also why a body such as a Parish/Town
Council or Neighbourhood Forum should not be
another partner or even initiate a PPA type process
for local sites.

Disadvantages
• Still not standard practice and can be quite
complex
• Need a lot of experience to know what aspects
to reach agreement on and what practical
requirements to set
• Guidance focuses mainly on what to do, not on
how to do it
• Some practice has involved very little community
and stakeholder involvement

Where and when to use
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As with all collaborative procedures, PPAs are most effective when put in place at the very start of a development
process. Informal arrangements adapting PPA guidance and practice may be more appropriate for smaller projects
but still have great value by bringing key people together at the outset. PPAs have been used most commonly for
housing projects but can also have value on other projects.

ning Performance Agreements
Potential links with other methods
•

Everything produced through the approaches described in the Building Blocks section can provide valuable
evidence to support a PPA.
• A key first stage in a PPA could usefully be to produce a Concept Statement.

Specific value for key groups
FOR PLANNERS
A PPA, whether formal or informal,
provides a clear framework about
who does what, when etc. between
themselves a potential developer
and the wider community.

FOR COMMUNITIES

FOR DEVELOPERS

Being involved fully in a PPA
provides local people with a
genuine ‘place at the table’ at
the key early stages on any
development proposal. Such
involvement can also build
community awareness of planning
and development issues.

This is almost the reverse of the
value to planners. A PPA helps to
provide speed and certainty.

Further information
Guidance on PPAs is available from ATLAS (The Advisory Team for Large Application Schemes) at:
http://www.atlasplanning.com/page/ppa.cfm
The British Property Federation has also recently published guidance, see:
http://www.bpf.org.uk/en/newsroom/press_release/PR091221

Example
Cotgrave is a small town south of Nottingham, within the Borough of Rushcliffe and is a former mining community.
The site of the former colliery, over 33 hectares, is on the edge of Cotgrave village. The local Council, East Midlands
Development Agency and the Homes and Communities Agency had aspirations to regenerate the village through
re-use of the former colliery site as a catalyst. After an initial failure to agree a project, a PPA process was put in
place, set off by an ‘Inception Day’ workshop with a wide range of invitees. The workshop established key principles
and main uses, the long list of stakeholders and consultees and the basis of the actual Agreement. The project then
proceeded quickly to a widely supported and successful application.
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DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT 3: Neig

T

his is one of the new approaches in the Localism Act. Because Regulations and government
guidance have not yet been published, all that follows should be treated as interim.

Under the Localism Act, ‘neighbourhoods’ will be able to use Neighbourhood Development
Orders to grant planning permission in full or in outline. These Orders would normally be
administered in rural areas by Parish or Town Councils and in urban areas by a Neighbourhood
Forum accepted as such by the local planning authority. Development permitted through a
Neighbourhood Development Order would not require further planning permission from the
local planning authority. Orders are likely to apply to only ver y minor developments such as
porches on houses, small building extensions, some shop front changes, small advertisements,
bin stores, changes in roof shape and so forth. Different local authorities might well take
different views on the list of developments covered by an Order.
A Neighbourhood Development Order can be
approved without a Neighbourhood Development
Plan being in place (though this is already regarded
as unadvisable). The preparation of a proposed
Order should include local consultation, independent
examination and some form of referendum (under
the same conditions as a NDP). There is as yet

no guidance on how an Order would deal with
applications or on any form of appeal procedure.
It is already possible to exempt certain projects
from permission; this is termed a Local Development
Order LDO). The Localism Act extends this by
creating the ability to delegate planning decisions to
a lower level body.

A Neighbourhood Development Order must:
• have regard to the policies in the National Planning Policy Framework;
• be in general conformity* with the strategic policies in the Local Plan;
• be compatible with relevant EU obligations and human rights requirements.
(* The term used here is ‘general conformity’ because that is what is stated in the Act. It remains unclear
what is ‘conformity’ and what is ‘general conformity’!)
Advantages
• Would remove an unnecessary bureaucratic layer
• Minor changes could either avoid a formal
planning application or be delegated to a local
body
• Might help to stimulate local democracy
• There might be more chance that projects will be
locally distinctive in design terms
• Representatives of the local community would be
formally involved in planning decisions
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Disadvantages
• The range of development proposals that could
be covered is very limited
• The process to establish an Order would be quite
long and complex
• If the Order created exemptions from planning
consent, there might be less guarantee of locally
appropriate designs
• Without the framework of a Local Plan,
Neighbourhood Development Plan or Design
Statement, development might be unco-ordinated
and potentially unattractive
• Continuing liabillities for whoever manages them

ghbourhood Development Orders
Where and when to use
A Neighbourhood Development Order would be most relevant where the Parish or Town Council or Forum
actively wished to play a more influential role in local planning decisions. An Order would almost certainly be more
likely to be supported and more effective when Local Plan policies offered design guidance or a Neighbourhood
Development Plan or a Community Design Statement were already in place

Potential links with other methods
•

There are good reasons to support the principle of requiring there to be some form of Community Design
Statement and perhaps Community Plan or Neighbourhood Development Plan in place before moving to
secure a NDO.

Specific value for key groups
FOR PLANNERS

FOR COMMUNITIES

There can be value in removing a portion of quite
resource-heavy and locally detailed work.

If smaller issues are a constant concern at local level,
there can be value for a local body in taking greater
control over them. ‘Community’ in this case could
definitely include a business group.

Further information
For Government’s account of Neighbourhood Development Orders in the context of the draft National Planning Policy
Framework, visit:
http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/planningandbuilding/pdf/1951811.pdf
The national Planning Advisory Service has produced several notes on Local Development Orders with an eye to the
future role of Neighbourhood Development Orders. Go to the PAS website – http://www.pas.gov.uk - and search for
Local Development Orders.
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DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT 4: Com

T

his is one of the new approaches in the Localism Act. Because Regulations and government
guidance have not yet been published, all that follows should be treated as interim.
The Community Right to Build (CRB) is a set of proposals that would give local communities
some power to decide what is built in their area. Where small scale developments for new
houses (e.g. 5-10 homes), community facilities or shops had the agreement of the local
community through a referendum, and met a set of minimum criteria, communities would
follow a streamlined ‘Neighbourhood Development Planning process’ (outlined in the Act) - a
Community Right to Build Order. Orders would be subject to lighter consultation requirements,
would not be subject to the same level of examination and there would be less of a role
for local planning authorities to approve schemes. Schemes eligible to use the streamlined
Neighbourhood Development Planning process should not exceed 10 per cent of existing
development over a 10 year period. Community groups could therefore use the CRB to take
forward small-scale developments that have local backing, even where the local authority was
opposed.

Community Right to Build schemes would be brought
forward by community groups established as a
corporate body by members of the local community.
This would ensure that proposals were communityled and that there were arrangements to manage the
benefit from development for the community. It would
be for the community to identify suitable land, finance
and development options, including any long term

management and maintenance arrangements. Schemes
which required an Environmental Impact Assessment
or would be likely to have a significant impact in terms
of Habitats Regulations would not be eligible (perhaps
also those involving highways changes). The local
planning authority would need to confirm that the
application was valid.

Valid Community Right to Build Order applications would be assessed by an independent examiner, nominated
by the community organisation in agreement with the local planning authority, and appointed by the authority. The
independent examiner would assess:
• the proposal against national policy,;
• whether the proposal was in general conformity with strategic policies in the development plan for the area;
• whether making an order would breach EU obligations;
• whether the proposal was consistent with the European Convention on Human Rights and
• the geographical extent of the referendum.
With certain exceptions, the independent examiner’s
report would be binding on the local planning
authority. Where more than 50 per cent of those
who voted in the referendum voted in favour,
the local planning authority would have a duty
to approve a Community Right to Build Order
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giving planning approval for the proposed scheme.
However, community groups would still need to
acquire land to be able to take forward development
as well as meeting any other consent requirements
such as building regulations.

munity Right To Build Orders
Advantages
• Would allow local communities to meet some
local development priorities - communities
could decide the type, quantity and design of
development they want
• Financial benefits from development would be
retained for the local community
• Development schemes would be subject to
streamlined planning procedures
• Community capability would be developed
through formation of corporate body formed by
members of the local community

Disadvantages
• CRB only applies to very small development
schemes
• Local community needs access to expertise in
land acquisition, finance, long-term management
and maintenance
• Local community might need to take on liability
for the development into the future
• The planning procedure, although lighter than
normal, would still be challenging for a local
community
• 51% of the people who actually vote in a
referendum could still stop much-needed
development

Where and when to use
The Community Right to Build would apply to all areas, but is said by government to be more relevant in rural areas,
where communities seek additional affordable housing or shops or facilities to support rural life.
The Community Right to Build would be more appropriate where a majority of the local community was
enthusiastic about the prospect of small-scale development in their area, especially if that had been resisted in the
past by the planning authority, and where some form of Neighbourhood Development Plan had already identified
sites for development.The CRB is also relevant when the local community explicitly wishes to retain the financial
benefits from development.

Potential links with other tools
•
•

A Community Plan could be used to provide evidence of need for additional housing or social facilities.
A Community Design Statement could not only guide any project but provide added reassurance to the
planners (and examiner).
• A Neighbourhood Development Plan could provide the framework for making specific development proposals.

Specific value for key groups
FOR COMMUNITIES
There could be significant benefits in terms of having
more control over development and retaining any
related financial benefits. The CRB would be particularly
valuable for those communities that had felt starved of
appropriate development.

FOR PLANNERS
Rather than offering ‘value’, CRB projects could
surrender planner (or rather elected member) control
over potentially significant amounts of development.

Further information
For Government’s account of the Community Right to Build in the context of the draft National Planning Policy Framework, visit:
http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/planningandbuilding/pdf/1951811.pdf
For a succinct account of the Community Right to Build, go to: http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/localgovernment/
pdf/1829678.pdf. And for some sample questions and answers go to: http://www.communities.gov.uk/localgovernment/
decentralisation/localismbill/righttobuild/
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