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SWAN STER

This note is provided as an update to all those who attended the Community-led Planning Colloquy at the Swan Hotel, Wells, in October 2006.
Following the Colloquy a report was published on the SWAN website (www.swan-network.org.uk), which I hope you have all had a chance to see.

In addition, and following a call at the Colloquy itself, a number of colleagues from RCCs, the MCTA and Local Authorities have been meeting to take matters forward. This we have done on a number of fronts.

Firstly:  taking on board the pretty clear message from Wells that to try and produce a region-wide protocol covering all parties would not only be impractical but also unnecessary given that a number of areas in the southwest were already developing their own protocols. As a consequence, we have therefore concentrated on drawing up a Regional framework within which the more localised protocols can sit comfortably. Why do we think that a regional framework is still required? Mainly because of all the changes happening around Planning, Strategic Policy formulation and Local Government Structures. To this end we have formulated a very simple and straightforward “Framework” which we are now inviting our colleagues in the Regional Assembly to note and agree to, those at the South West RDA, the South West Local Government Association and the regional grouping of Chairmen of county-wide Local Strategic Partnerships. [The text of the proposed Framework and accompanying paper are attached to this Brief.]
I have now taken this Framework through a meeting of the Social, Environmental and Economic Partners of the Regional Assembly, and in the New Year, have the Chairman’s approval to have it as an Agenda Item on the Regional Assembly’s Planning Group. I have also discussed it with South West RDA Officers, and with the Convening Chairman of the County LSPs Group, Lord Cameron.

Any influence that any of you can exert locally or regionally would be welcomed, and please let me know.

The other key area of activity has been around the development of an aggregating data base for the information coming out of Parish and Town Plans. The RCC network in the Eastern region has with assistance from the South East been developing a version which is now well into the final stages, with information being added from counties in the South East, Eastern and East Midlands regions. At the same time, the Devon Rural Forum had commissioned Devon County Council to develop a software package to do a similar piece of work for Devon Community-led plans. In Cornwall, other work has been progressing independently, as also in Gloucestershire. The main issue has been, that until people can see the results coming from a particular source, then they tend to stick to their own methodology. However, whilst supporting and encouraging the Devon model, the Group has also encouraged the ability of these different approaches to be able to ‘talk to each other’ and therefore share information without duplicating effort. To this end our colleagues in South Gloucestershire Council have applied on behalf of a consortium of Local Authorities to the South West LIFT fund, administered by the Government Office, to provide some further development money to ensure ‘cross-readability’.
Whatever the outcome, the desire is to ensure that at District, Unitary, County and Regional level, those that need to will be able to access data from parish and Town Plans to assist in the formulation of strategic planning at any level. Hence why we also need the Regional Framework!

Finally, the Group has been active in trying to espouse the concepts and practice of Community-led Planning to Government. DEFRA we know are on board, but have stated quite categorically that they will no longer support Community-led Plans. We have therefore been trying to ensure that the department of Communities and Local Government are fully aware of the work so far undertaken across the South West (and indeed England as a whole), and of the need for funding. This culminated recently in one of our colleagues, from South Gloucestershire, engaging the Secretary of State in a discussion at the recent Plunkett Foundation Conference, where she at last acknowledged the excellent work of Parish Plans, but had not realised that there was no funding for them after March 2008. Again any influence you can bring to bear would all help the cause!
I am very grateful to all my colleagues on the Community-led Plans Group for their time and contribution, and also to the Government Office support from Scott Jacobs-Lange prior to his move to other employment where he hopes to undertake a community-led planning exercise in Bristol. Also, to the South West RDA for their leadership in supplying the funds to enable the work to be undertaken, and to Bruce Douglas for his support.
Happy Christmas.

Stephen W Wright

Regional Director – SWAN.

N.B. From the 2nd of January 2008 our address will change to:

SWAN

c/o Community Council for Somerset

Victoria House

Victoria Street

Taunton

TA1 3JZ

 

Tel: 01823 333900

Fax: 01823 323652
Stephen’s Mobile: 07866 535078

Emails:  stephen.swan@somersetrcc.org.uk   
   jane.swan@somersetrcc.org.uk 
   swan@somersetrcc.org.uk
 

Our website remains the same: www.swan-network.org.uk
  


Preamble:

It is now six and a half years since Parish and Town plans were introduced formally into the Government’s thinking via the November 2000 “Rural White Paper”, since when, (espoused by the former Countryside Agency within its Vital Villages Programme, and facilitated in the greater part by the 38 Rural Community Councils in England), some 3000 communities have undertaken Parish Planning as a process by which to elucidate their electorate’s ideas and aspirations.

Similarly, the Market and Coastal Towns Initiative - also launched in the November 2000 White Paper - has been enormously successful in re-generating many of the smaller Towns in the country. Enabled in the main through Market and Coastal Town Associations. The national success story for this most local of local participatory tools is a good reflection of the regional picture.

However, whilst the overall progress has been assured and steady, there is still a broadly held view among agencies and authorities that there is a wide divergence in the quality and ‘inclusiveness’ of Parish Plans. Similarly, there is a wide divergence between local authorities on how they encourage, or not, the involvement of communities in Community –led Planning.

It was in order to try and explore some of these issues, that in 2005, the South West RDA (SWRDA) provided funding to SWAN – the South West ACRE Network – to commission work to a) to commission research in order to ascertain the current state of affairs in the south west, and b) to come up with some proposals. SWAN joined forces with the South West Market and Coastal Towns Association (MCTA) and jointly commissioned BDOR (Jeff Bishop) to undertake the work.

The Report “An Exciting Future for Community-led Plans” was published in May 2006 and in October 2006 a Colloquy was held in Wells where over 100 people from communities themselves, their ‘facilitators, and agencies and authorities participated over two days. The Report has been widely welcomed, and referred to in articles, journals and other research nationally.

“As the collaboration between planning and LSPs grows and strengthens, a number of other options for joint working may emerge. Perhaps the most important is the possibility of greater integration between governance and planning activity at authority level on the one hand and at neighbourhood, parish or ward level on the other. 

There is already a well-established practice of parish planning in rural areas, usually under the auspices of Parish Councils. Neighbourhood action planning is in growing use in urban areas, whether as part of neighbourhood renewal or a neighbourhood management approach. At the same time, the majority of local authorities have established some form of area-based governance, usually covering one or more wards, which devolve some powers of decision-making and budgetary responsibility to the councillors for that area, but do not generally provide a channel for community influence over authority-level planning or decision-making. 

The Local Government White Paper proposes an extension of the powers of some Parish Councils, and measures to encourage and simplify the establishment of new ones, as part of a review of community governance. It also encourages LSPs, as part of a more strategic approach to community engagement, to consider the wider use of neighbourhood and parish planning, the development of Local Charters, and the introduction of techniques such as participatory budgeting.” [“Planning Together Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs) and Spatial Planning: a practical guide” Department for Communities and Local Government [DCLG] January 2007. For more information see: 

An Exciting Future for Community Plans 

(This report by BDOR Ltd was commissioned by the South West ACRE Network of Rural Community Councils and the Market and Coastal Towns Association and is available at: www.swan-network.org.uk)
The outcome of the Colloquy was however, more mixed. The original intention had been to explore the efficacy of a region-wide Concordat for community-led Plans, where all parties – or their representative organisations – would sign up to a set of criteria acknowledging the value of Community-led planning as a process and outcome. The Colloquy attendees, however, believed this to be a step too far at present, and in any event, individual authorities were already exploring the concept at their own level of governance. Hence therefore this approach towards a regional framework within which, at a sub-regional level, concordats may emerge and sit. As stated, on the latter, work is already moving forward with some excellent practice emerging, e.g. – among others - Somerset County and West Dorset and Salisbury Districts.

What should a Framework include?

In essence a Regional framework should be as simple as possible with three main players:

The South West Regional Assembly [SWRA] (incorporating the South West Local Government Association [SWLGA])

The South West Regional Development Agency [ SWRDA]

The Government Office for the South West [GoSW]

In addition to these, but perhaps covered by the SWLGA, would be county level Local Strategic Partnerships and Local Area Agreements. Both in the extract from the DCLG paper above, and firmly in the BDOR Research, they have been particularly identified as being crucial partners for Community-led plans. Indeed, there is opportunity to further extend the influence of Community-led Plans within the current consultation from DCLG “Planning for a Sustainable Future”, where there is a question 34 on Joined up community engagement. How better to demonstrate that than through a Community-led Plan?

In addition, the SWRA Regional Spatial Strategy [SWRSS] has recently undergone an examination in Public, and the evidence presented by SWAN included a call for recognition of the Community-led Planning process. This has been taken up in spirit if not in the exact wording we proposed, but what is key is that at the Rural Strategy discussions in early May there was a good deal of consensus around the table for a much greater recognition of local ‘aspirations’.

Further, the SWRDA in drawing together some of the thinking on this section of the SWRSS, is also minded to endorse more fully the concepts of locally driven plans.

Given this and the greater receptivity of DCLG to community-led Planning, (DEFRA has been convinced for some time now, and indeed took over the mantle for promulgating Community-led Planning from the Countryside Agency) we believe that now is as good a time as ever to be pressing for a regional framework.

Another criticism of community-led plans is that they are just ‘a wish list, compiled by e few’! This might be true in some isolated cases, but in general, Parish Plans have elicited comment and input from on average between 65% and 80% of the inhabitants of the area being covered. Town Plans can also demonstrate good inclusivity. 

With regard to the criticism that they produce a ‘wish list, they might well do, but in order to start somewhere a list of actions has to be compiled and this is an integral part of the process. What is important is how that list is then prioritised and ‘dealt out’ to the appropriate level to deal with.

The main issue to be dealt with within a Framework is drilling down to what makes a good Parish or Town Plan! Ate the end of the day the actions arising are important, but perhaps not so important as to how that list was arrived at.

“It is important that the parish plan or its supporting documents provide evidence that adequate research and consultation has been undertaken to justify the plan’s conclusions, and that different options for addressing areas of concern have been assessed where relevant.  Keep records of widespread community involvement and agreement, in particular in identifying issues, both facing the parish and the wider area, and agreeing actions that are proposed.  It is important that feedback is provided at various stages to demonstrate how the community’s comments have been considered.  A wide range of methods can be used for consultation ranging from ‘Planning for Real’® exercises through to surveys, questionnaires, planning weekends and other community events.” [West Dorset partnership: Parish plan guidelines - How to engage and influence key service providers]

Similarly, in the Salisbury Council’s parish plans Validation process, the following is stated:
“The principal purpose of parish and town plans is to:

“… set out a vision of what is important, how new development can best be fitted in, the design and quality standards it should meet, how to preserve valued local features and to map out the facilities which the community needs to safeguard for the future.  Plans should …identify key facilities and services, set out the problems that need to be tackled and demonstrate how distinctive character and features can be preserved.”
Parish Plans are “holistic” or comprehensive in scope. They should, as a collective exercise, set out a vision for how the community wants to develop, socially, environmentally and economically, as well as to identify the actions needed to achieve those goals They can include everything that is relevant to the people who live and work in the community, from employment and playgrounds to the design of new buildings and protection of hedges and ponds. 
A Parish Plan… 

· is a collective and participative exercise which reflects the views of all sections of the community;

· identifies which features and local characteristics people value within their community;

· spells out how residents want the community to develop in the future;

· identifies local issues, problems and opportunities which can be addressed;

· provides a means to consider joined up solutions  

· includes a plan of action to achieve this vision 
· promotes partnership building with service providers, volunteers and other organisations/businesses.
· can take anything from 9-18 months to complete.

Given this approach, the Framework should also include an undertaking from those in ‘authority’ that they will receive and endorse Community-led Plans – and encourage others so to do, where the above can be evidenced.
South West organisations, agencies and authorities all pride themselves on their ‘inclusive, diverse and equalities driven’ ethos. If this is true, then the concept of endorsing Community-led Planning should ‘be in their nature’. 

A Regional Framework for Community-led Plans should therefore start with a declaration that those endorsing it will recognise the validity of the process and where that process has been shown to be inclusive and thorough, will then expect local protocols to endorse the outcomes.

PROPOSED SOUTH WEST REGIONAL FRAMEWORK 

FOR EMBRACING COMMUNITY-LED PLANNING

This Draft Framework starts from the premise that every local community in the South West Region of England, working in association with local partners, should have the opportunity to prepare a community-based plan setting out its vision for its area and the necessary action needed to achieve it.

So long as these plans meet certain quality criteria, this Framework endorses that they should be used to inform:

· Regional spatial and service delivery strategies and policies

· Community Strategies for county, unitary and   appropriate districts/ boroughs

· policy decisions and the planning and delivery of services

· the allocation of resources

· the statutory land use planning system

 QUALITY STANDARDS FOR LOCAL COMMUNITY-LED PLANS

In agreeing this Framework the parties involved will only endorse local community-led plans that have achieved, and can demonstrate that they have achieved, certain criteria of quality. Therefore any plan submitted should either
· demonstrate that it has been undertaken with the guidance of an external facilitating organisation who themselves, are prepared to endorse the process adopted (for example the plan meets the required standards of the local Rural Community Council or the Market and Coastal Towns Association as appropriate) or
· can demonstrate that it has been undertaken by a group that is; committed to genuinely representing the issues and needs of the whole community

· Is holistic, in the sense of addressing social, economic and environmental issues and concerns, in the round;

· be based on thorough and socially inclusive local consultation in relation both to establishing the key issues for consideration and to deciding the policies and action points to be pursued;

· contain a plan of action that flows clearly from the earlier analysis of issues and that is clear and realistic in terms of ‘what, why, how and by whom?’

· have local legitimacy, for example by being formally ratified / adopted by the local community forum or parish or town council.
· and, have taken cognisance of District, Unitary, County and Regional priorities.

The South West ACRE Network of Rural Community Councils





SWAN Community-led Planning Group – update on progress.
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COMMUNITY-LED PLANS IN THE SOUTH WEST: Towards a regional framework.





A discussion paper.








PAGE  
1

