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1. 
PREFACE
1.1.
During 2006, SWAN – the South West Acre Network of Rural Community Councils – supported by the South West Regional Development Agency and Government Office for the South West, and in association with the MCTA (Market and Coastal Towns Association) commissioned Jeff Bishop of BDOR (with Planning Aid South West) to undertake a research project to ascertain the role of Parish and Town Plans, and action statements arising from them, within the statutory planning system. Further, to make recommendations as to the need for a ‘Protocol’ within the South West Region which would bring greater clarity for agencies, authorities and community planning groups as to what was required in order for them to be recognised formally, and adopted by principal authorities as legitimate input to strategic planning and policy making.

1.2.
SWAN therefore welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Department of Communities and Local Government as part of its consultations leading to a new Housing and Planning White Paper. To assist this, SWAN has again commissioned Jeff Bishop of BDOR to provide it with expert help. The submission is also supported by the MCTA.

2. 
INTRODUCTION

2.1.
Community-led initiatives have for some time had a place, sometimes a formal place, within the English planning system. The term ’community-led initiatives’ refers to any plan, framework, statement, brief or appraisal generated mainly by a local community which could, in whole or in part, contribute to or secure formal status within the planning system.

2.2.
This submission is being made because:

· under previous systems, community-led initiatives were never more than an add-on or exception to formal processes,

· the government ambition that led to recent changes in planning included a greater and more integral role for community-led initiatives,

· those recent changes in planning have however had a generally negative effect on community-level initiatives,

· other changes in related areas now suggest a new locus for community-led initiatives beyond just planning but

· there remains much to do to ensure that the next generation of community-led initiatives secure their appropriate place within planning.

2.3.
This submission elaborates the points above and ends with some practical suggestions for what the forthcoming Housing and Planning White Paper could do to rectify the problems now being experienced – by planners as well as communities – in terms of building an holistic bottom-up as well as top-down system.

3.
SCOPE

3.1.
The most familiar forms of community-level initiatives in this context are Parish Plans and Village Design Statements (or Town Design Statements). Market Town Strategic Plans (Market and Coastal Towns in the South West) are also relevant, as are various forms of Conservation Area statements or assessments when led, or contributed to, by local communities. Though the above apply mainly in rural areas, such approaches will in the future be developed for urban areas and communities, so new systems will need to respond to what is likely to be a massive growth in demand. Planning Briefs can also often have a significant community dimension.

3.2.
Village Design Statements (VDSs) now have a long, proven and positive pedigree within planning, and several hundred across the country were adopted as Supplementary Planning Guidance (SPG) under the previous regime. Town Design Statements are newer but some of these have already secured SPG status. Though Market Town Strategies as a whole have rarely if ever moved on to become SPG (mainly because they are more action project oriented) many have already had a significant effect upon, even triggered, Area Action Plans (AAPs). Parish Plans also have a long history in terms of formal recognition within planning, sometimes but not always as SPG.

3.3
Parish Plans and VDSs were both mentioned in the lead-up to the recent planning reforms, from the original Green Paper onwards. A small number have secured Supplementary Planning Document (SPD) status under the new system. The recent Local Government White Paper hinted very strongly at the idea that any community – urban as well as rural – could well produce its own area ‘plan’ (in some form). This is already happening to a limited extent within Neighbourhood Renewal Areas. The overall Sustainable Communities agenda, implicitly if not yet explicitly, supports community-led initiatives. 

3.4.
There is little doubt that those in central government developing relevant policy and legislation, in planning and other areas, are committed to ensuring that community-led initiatives become an integral, indispensable part of the overall system, linked in particular but not solely to planning. The next question is therefore, “Is that expressed, and does that actually happen in what takes place on the ground?”. 

4.
DELIVERING IN REALITY

4.1.
There are a number of features of what is currently happening that mean that the commitment described above fails to materialise on the ground. 

4.2.
Responsibilities are currently totally fragmented. Parish Plans are the responsibility of Defra, Village Design Statements the responsibility of Natural England (as we understand) , Market Town work happens through RDAs from the DTI and some character area work rests with DCMS. Note that none of these rests within the department with lead responsibility for planning – Communities and Local Government!

4.3.
The general guidance to planners is extremely poor, virtually non-existent, in relation to how they might engage with and support community-led initiatives. None of the official and semi-official guidance so much as mentions community-level work. Some Regional Offices provide informal guidance. However, very worryingly to many in the region, one GO has actually put out a statement to the effect that they do not expect any community-led initiative to secure SPD status.

4.4.
The guidance to local communities is also seriously out of date. That on Parish Plans was poor even in relation to the previous planning system and it certainly does not help people to negotiate the complexities of SPD and Sustainability Appraisal in the current system. Guidance available to Market Town groups is variable but, although the links to planning may be more tenuous, what we know of is not strong on planning-related topics and guidance. Neighbourhood Renewal activity groans under the weight of guidance but almost none is about community planning type activity. 

4.5.
As yet, planners are (on their own admission when asked at a recent conference) poorly equipped to understand the meaning, relevance and appropriateness of Area Action Plans and that term needs further clarification if it is to address – as the original Green Paper authors hoped - more creative situations such as Rural Area Action Plans. (AAPs were never solely about the volume of development. They were about relative scale and impact, so only a small number of houses and some small social infrastructure changes in a rural area, such as a new primary school or bus route, can be significant enough in that context to require an area-wide ‘plan’).

4.6.
One might expect Statements of Community Involvement to say something not just about involvement in top-down initiatives but also about the role and management of community-led activity, but they do not, nor are they required to do so (as yet). Guidance on producing Core Strategies does not mention anything about the role of community-led initiatives in speeding and improving the evidence base (though that is, if indirectly, a formal requirement in the Regulations). 

4.7.
Planners’ workload commitments continue to militate against any allocation of scarce staff resources to community-led activity; processes such as the RSS and the many other elements of LDFs dominate. Planners also comment regularly that the specific nature of the targets they are set (which link to Planning Delivery Grant) distort the allocation of resources and again militate against engaging with community-led activity.

4.8.
Finally, even without a negative statement from a Government Office, what exactly is necessary to secure SPD status remains unclear for both planners and local communities. In particular, the demands of the Sustainability Appraisal (SA) process – in every way and at every stage – are causing real concerns for all involved. To our knowledge, some Parish Plans have been adopted on the basis of worryingly minimal SA procedures, yet any community attempting the full-blown process would find itself stretched beyond reasonable limits. 

4.9.
The net effect of all the above is that, despite the commitment in principle, many communities around the country have simply given up or are suffering intense frustration because what they (and often their local planners) wish to do on the basis of known government aspirations is simply not possible. In addition, in the majority of areas, there is no longer nay funding available to either undertake a community-led plan, or if completed, to implement actions arising from one.
5.
TOWARDS A NEW MODEL

5.1.
Much of the above is a distillation of key results from the project mentioned in the Preface. This was commissioned by SWAN and the Market and Coastal Towns Association (MCTA) and later supplemented by Defra and the Commission for Rural Communities. The report of that work is entitled “An Exciting Future for Community Plans” and is available via the SWAN website: www.swan-network.org.uk. It should be noted that the study and the report focused on what were called ‘Community Plans’ alone (ie. Parish Plans and Market Town Strategic Plans), only touching briefly on Village and Town Design Statements and other community-led initiatives. 
5.2.
The report highlighted what might be thought of as the genuine opportunities for the future of Community Plans as offered through the recently reformed planning system: for example, the emphasis on spatial planning, the potential of shared evidence base work and requirements for better involvement. However, instead of simply moving on to suggest changes within planning to deal with the problems raised in the section above, the project team looked first at other changes happening in closely related areas. 

5.3.
They drew particular attention to the following:

· The next generation of what are now termed Sustainable Community Strategies (SCSs) with their added emphasis on holistic coverage, looking more widely across boundaries and at thinking longer term.

· The next generation of Local Strategic Partnerships which are likely to be required to be more rigorous in their evidence collection, more collaborative in their involvement activities, more rooted into local communities and more responsive to community aspirations. (The latest guidance from the RTPI for CLG – “Planning Together” - specifically mentions the need to link in to Community Plans.)

· The strong pressure from those involved in planning and those involved in LSP work for far closer practical and policy development links between SCSs and LDFs.

· The evolving procedures and status of Local Area Agreements with their ability to pool funding for maximum shared benefit. 

· The ‘neighbourhoods’ (and hence also urban) emphasis now emerging through the Local Government White Paper and related documents. 

5.4.
This started to suggest a new overall approach to ‘Community Plans’ (we comment shortly on VDSs etc.) summed up as follows, with clearly planning-relevant issues highlighted in bold. 

· Community Plans (CPs) should be seen as Local Sustainable Community Strategies. 

· They should be promoted sensitively to encourage local diversity*.

· CP groups should be more outward-looking and work with others if relevant.

· CP groups should work towards consistent approaches and common evidence. 

· Hybrids can be encouraged, e.g. a ‘Rural Area Action Plan’.

· More variation is possible in the relationship with statutory processes: 

· Linking to the LDF Core Strategy

· Linking to planning obligations ‘pooling’ 

· Linking to Housing Plans

· Linking to the Local Transport Plan etc. 

· CPs should be sharper in their approach to the Action Plan stage

· Action Plans should also define local community roles when developments are proposed by land owners or developers.

· LSPs should be the champions and support focus for Community Plans. 

· Funding for CPs should be secured for across the life of an initiative with the help of a local ‘enabler’ and voluntary sector groups. 

· Strong links need to be made with public sector funding, especially through the LAA.

* VDS experience proves that this challenge can be met. The VDS guidance was developed very carefully to provide an overall framework that ensured robustness and consistency for any single VDS and between VDSs as a whole for the benefit of planners, while allowing a community remarkable discretion to highlight their specific local distinctiveness. 

5.5.
As a result of the above points, the project team concluded that the established model whereby a community-led initiative such as a Parish Plan  - as a whole - might best be given status by some form of incorporation within the planning system (eg. SPD) should probably now be thought of as the exception rather than the rule. However, this may still be appropriate on occasion and specific initiatives within or distinct from a Community Plan, notably a Village or Town Design Statement or Conservation Area Appraisal, should still be able to secure SPD status. 

5.6.
In the planning context in particular, and for all aspects of LDF work, community-led initiatives can therefore:

· help planners in building an evidence base, including for SA work,

· help with issue identification and prioritisation,

· speed option development and evaluation,

· be a building block towards consensus on some potentially challenging issues,

· kick-start front-loading on any LDD,

· help to frame coherent approaches to planning obligations,

· inform allocations policies and, most importantly,

· deliver documents capable of securing SPD or other appropriate status.

5.7.
What is more, that can potentially be at no overall cost to planning departments. Recent calculations by Defra show that the amount of voluntary time committed by community groups to Parish Plans is the equivalent of £72,000. If there were 10 such Plans developing in an area as an LDD was being started, that is £720,000 of available resource. At present the failure to bring people together at the key early stage means that much of that effort is wasted because evidence, ideas, options etc. are not developed in ways that planners can fully value. Simply appointing (for example) a part-time coordinator within a planning department, not to do that work but to ensure that it is done to appropriate standards, would be amazingly cost-effective. 

6.
KEYS TO A POSITIVE FUTURE

6.1.
In the light of the current rather negative context outlined so far, there are a number of things that the forthcoming Housing and Planning White Paper could address that would make a significant and positive difference not just to the status of community-led initiatives in general but to their practical promotion and production in ways that would assist planning. The main ones are as follows. Please note that none of this requires any core policy change; it is all about highlighting, clarifying and maximising the opportunities already there within the system.

6.2.
Clear Statement of Commitment 

Planning officers and local communities remain unsure about whether there is genuine commitment by central government to community-led initiatives linking to planning. There is an urgent need for a strong, clear, unambiguous general statement to this effect. This should be in the White Paper. 
6.3.
Clear Government Office Guidance

We are not aware of any patently clear and positive guidance coming from Government Offices (though GOSW are considering it) and, as above, there is one example of damaging guidance. There is an urgent need for planning teams in Government Regional Offices, in collaboration with other departmental colleagues, to issue some interim guidance that backs up the national commitment and moves it through to some more specific advice. The White Paper should make a commitment to ensuring this happens.  

6.4.
Reduction of Fragmentation

The fact that responsibility for all current community-led initiatives is fragmented between different departments and agencies with no base within planning policy is extremely disturbing. There needs to be some form of overall coordination of such approaches, preferably through a single department/agency, and with a strong link to planning policy teams if not actually based with them. The White Paper should make a commitment to ensuring this happens, if not yet specifying exactly how.
6.5.
Guidance to Planners

One of the reasons for the success of VDSs was the fact that, from the outset, specific guidance was produced for planners and a series of national training courses was arranged. There is no such guide for planners about enabling and supporting Community Plans or community leadership in appraisals, surveys, evidence base work etc. The White Paper should make a commitment to producing and disseminating national guidance and promoting training opportunities. (We could add the parallel need for guidance to communities but that is less of concern to the forthcoming White Paper.)

6.6.
Development of Sustainability Appraisal 

The general scope and operational complexity of Sustainability Appraisal is already being addressed through the White Paper. That work should also include consideration of what might be called ‘community-friendly’ approaches relevant to community-led initiatives. A recent study for the Countryside Agency  (“Village And Town Design Statements: The Case for Adoption as Supplementary Planning Documents and the Undertaking of Sustainability Appraisal” by David Tyldesley Associates) has shown that there can be ways of bridging the SA gap through community level activity. The White Paper should, within any commentary on SA, make clear that future procedures will include methodologies appropriate to community-led initiatives.

6.7.
Related Education and Training

With a few notable exceptions, trainee planners are not taught anything about the important role of community-led initiatives and community involvement within the planning system or given any basic skills to manage their delivery. There are also very few and entirely ad hoc opportunities through CPD for planners to develop appropriate skills in practice. The White Paper should make a strong argument to those managing initial professional education, and to those preparing CPD programmes, to ensure that these aspects are covered. 

6.8.
Address Resource Allocation

Planners at present have made clear to us that they feel they are being pressed by government priorities and narrow targets to not spend time on community-led initiatives. They have also said that they have little information or guidance on which to develop the sort of creative and cost-effective approach described earlier. The White Paper should stress again the professional responsibility to also support community-led initiatives. (The detailed advice about cost-effective approaches to resources can be placed within the guidance mentioned above.)

To date, the majority of support to communities wishing to engage in a community-led planning project has been provided through the nationwide network of Rural Community Councils and the Market and Coastal Town Association. The White Paper needs to endorse this support network and recognise that resources are required to enable the work to continue.
Community-led initiatives are clearly a core part of the planning system.

 They have suffered a considerable setback since the new system started. 

The White Paper now offers a significant opportunity to redress that balance.
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