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The Planning Users' Concordat - An agreement between the Local Government Association (LGA), the business sector, and the voluntary sector

Action Recommended:

That the Planning Users' Concordat is formally adopted and the Local Government Association be informed accordingly.
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Executive Summary:

This paper brings to Members' attention the publication of the planning users' concordat which has been produced by the LGA and the business and voluntary sectors.  The LGA has asked local authorities to adopt the concordat.

Sponsor:
P J Thompson, Director of Environment and Transport

Contact Point:
Mrs A Thistlethwaite (ext. 3135)


D Palk (ext. 3350)

Sources of Further Information:


1.
Introduction 
1.1.
The LGA, business and voluntary sectors have produced a "planning users' concordat".  This sets out the roles, priorities and responsibilities of all three parties and highlights the essential contribution of the voluntary and business sectors to planning decisions based on their unique and varied skills.  The LGA has asked local authorities to adopt formally the concordat, a copy of which is attached.

1.2.
The concordat also sets out recommended best practice principles for each stage of the planning process which if adhered to will, it says, allow the six principles of an effective planning system to be achieved. The concordat says that the planning system should be:

· Aimed at achieving sustainable development, taking account of economic, social and environmental issues.

· Set within a regional context.

· Led by development plans.

· Open and transparent, involving all stakeholders.

· Speedy and efficient, delivering best value, and 

· Co-ordinated with other policy areas, and public and private investment.

1.3.
Local authorities have a statutory role in the planning system.  The concordat however suggests that this should not just be reactive but should initiate and steer appropriate new development to suitable areas.  The local authority's role is that of "development enabling and environmental improvement, as well as development control".  It also focuses on the key role which local authorities have in fostering community involvement, stating that it is important that the planning process is inclusive. 

1.4.
The concordat then comments on "Best practice for an effective planning system".  Four areas of best practice are dealt with:

· Regional planning;

· Development plans;

· Non statutory supplementary planning guidance, and, 

· Planning applications. 

1.5.
I do not intend to cover all the issues raised in the concordat.  However, there are a number of points which are emphasised and which are worth reiterating.  I have also flagged up areas that vary from our normal practice and where some changes might be considered.

2.
Regional planning

2.1.
As recommended by the concordat, the developing structure for regional planning in the East of England involves local authorities working with regional partners.

3.
Development Plans

3.1.
The concordat stresses the need to keep development plans up to date.  Without such up to date structure and local plans "local authorities cannot expect their policies and proposals to be given due weight and the planning system will not fulfil its potential".  Suffolk has a good record in this respect.  The Minerals Local Plan was adopted last year and the Review of the Structure Plan is well advanced.  A decision to prepare the Waste Local Plan and a timetable for that process is currently being considered by Executive Committee.

3.2.
The concordat stresses the need to manage this complex process effectively and to commit "adequate resources and staffing" throughout the development plan process.  There have been difficulties in making sufficient resources available for this process in Suffolk and dealing with particularly staff intensive stages has had an adverse impact on other areas of work.  It is fair to say that our ability to cope with a large number of objections and a complex Local Plan Inquiry process imposes considerable strains on the service at times.  Furthermore, the speed of production of these plans is undoubtedly affected by the limited staff resource committed to plan preparation work.  The need to carry out a Best Value review of the planing service will allow comparisons to be made with other authorities.

4.
Non-statutory Supplementary Planning Guidance (SPG)

4.1.
SPG is not an alternative to producing statutory development plans.  It is however a useful and relatively speedy way of producing useful planning guidance.  It may be more appropriate to use such SPG to deal with technically complex standards and specifications or matters that are subject to minor or frequent changes.  Examples of SPG adopted by the County Council are the Suffolk Advisory Parking Standards, the Suffolk Design Guide for residential areas and that relating to Section 106 Obligations.

4.2.
It is important that these documents are the subject of widespread consultation including, where appropriate, the business and voluntary sector and that they are reviewed regularly and kept up to date. 

5.
Planning applications.

5.1.
The County Council has well established up to date policies and practices relating to development control. These are set out in the following documents, all of which have been circulated to Members. 

· Environment Committee Code of Best Practice.  July 1998.

· Development Control Charter for Suffolk County Council. September 1999

· A Good Practice Guide for the Handling of Planning Applications. June 1999 

· Enforcement of Planning Control, Code of Practice. September 1999

5.2.
The concordat deals with consultation and community involvement (Paragraph 21-23).  There are clearly defined statutory requirements for publicity and consultation.  The concordat suggests that local authorities should go further than this to promote positive public involvement from both individuals and voluntary groups.  A number of suggestions are made.  These are:

5.2.1.
Availability of weekly lists


This is a matter for Districts Councils and all districts in Suffolk produce and make widely available such lists.

5.2.2.
Allowing public speaking rights at planning committee meetings


Suffolk currently does not provide for this although it is becoming more widely introduced at both County/Unitary and District Council level.  At the request of the Chairman of this Committee, in the light of this concordat and the increasingly widespread introduction of public speaking at committees elsewhere, a paper has been produced for this Committee meeting to debate the possibility of introducing such a system at Development Control Sub Committee.

5.2.3.
Holding meetings outside usual working hours


This is not normal practice in Suffolk.

5.2.4.
Providing language translation where appropriate


This was discussed at the May meeting of the Regulatory Committee in the context of Performance Indicators.  Committee agreed that such facilities should be made available on request rather than incurring unnecessary expenditure in producing documents in ethnic minority languages or in Braille in all cases irrespective of likely demand. 

5.2.5.
Wide circulation of committee reports


This is done at present.

5.2.6.
Accessibility of planning documents and relevant information

Those applications that are determined by the County Council and documents produced by the County Council are always made available at the District and County Council offices.  In addition, such documents may be made available at the site operator's premises (for minerals and waste sites) and where appropriate and necessary at libraries or other public buildings (for example, Parish Council offices, or area offices for social services or District Councils).

5.2.7.
Avoiding excessive charges


We make relatively modest charges for information in line with County Council policy.

5.2.8.
Extending office hours


We already work on a flexible hours system and by appointment members of the public can talk to staff or inspect documents between 07.30 and 18.00 hours.

5.2.9.
Making lists of planning decisions and the reasoning behind them readily available.


Our committee papers are comprehensive and our post committee procedures ensure that objectors are made aware of the decision and the reasoning behind it.

5.2.10.
Ensuring buildings are accessible to the disabled


Facilities for access by the disabled are provided to St Edmund House and County Hall which are the two main buildings to which the public would require access when involved in planning matters.

6.
Conclusion
6.1.
The planning users' concordat is to be welcomed as a general statement of intent and best practice. Not all of its recommendations will apply to all local authorities.  The County Council's rather specialised and distinct development control functions make it likely that solutions different to those of our district council colleagues may need to be devised, for example, on matters of community involvement.  One good example of this is the use of liaison groups with local residents and others at mineral and waste sites.  Such groups are ideal for "ongoing" but "temporary" developments such as this, whereas they would not be so appropriate for "one-off" development. 

6.2.
The County Council already does most of the things suggested in the concordat.  The main issue where we do not comply relates to third party presentations at Committee, which is addressed in a separate paper.
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