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Exeter City Council
Paris Street
Exeter

By email






14 November2021.


Dear Forward Planning Team

Consultation Response - Draft Exeter Statement of Community Involvement
The Civic Society is grateful for the opportunity to comment on the draft SCI. We believe that all public bodies should undertake early and meaningful consultation for all major developments and policy development. It is our assertion that early engagement with the public and interest groups such as the Civic Society will provide meaningful early advice and feedback which will result in less surprise and concern when documents are either published, or in the case of the emerging Local Plan, will result in fewer objections at each stage.
Much of this document sets out details of the planning process rather than focusing on government recommendations for early and meaningful consultation with communities and interested organisations. Whilst we do not wish to see a lengthy document with tokenistic wording, we do believe that more detail about the council’s process of consultation and a greater commitment is needed, as well as a commitment for council members to be kept informed about progress or change with planning matters. 
We also have concerns about how the council members will review policies, land allocations and public responses without a dedicated Strategic Planning Committee as established by neighbouring LPAs. Discussions about such matters are best to be heard in public with time allowed for scrutiny and discussion. If it is the intention that such issues will be heard by Planning Committee or Executive Committee we do not believe they will receive sufficient scrutiny.
This SCI is about communications, so the final printed document should provide clear (sans serif?) type faces and good contrast - avoid text on coloured backgrounds or across illustrations, and in colour other than black. 
Without a template setting out how to respond to the SCI, we will do so by commenting about each page where we have a view.
	Page
	Comments

	1
	There are two positive statements on page 1 which we wholly support.
Paragraph 1 ………’ We need residents, businesses and other organisations to use local knowledge and expertise to help shape places and provide ideas so that we understand what you feel is best when making decisions about development in Exeter.’ 
Paragraph 3’ …………. so that everyone can be well informed and understands how they can contribute, engage with and influence planning policy and decisions on planning applications.’ It is important that in developing the new Local Plan that where there is challenge and new ideas then documents are amended to reflect this.

	2
	Whilst it may be helpful to set out the elements that make up Planning Policy, with this document looking to the future, it would be useful to include information relating to possible changes to planning legislation currently being considered by government relating to zonal planning areas.

	3
	It is worrying that in the first paragraph under the title ‘How do we consult?’ it is suggested that the level of consultation will be restricted ‘…. within available resources.’ At a time when government expects LPAs to undertake greater consultation and at the start of this Local Plan period the council must set aside funds to enable extensive consultation at all stages.
The council should add more detail to the three forms of communication listed – digital, Paper and Face to Face, as set out in the current SCI. We would ask for a commitment here setting out the council’s commitment to use clear language which is jargon free. It would also be helpful here if the tone is more about public benefit rather than the limitations of officer time.

	4
	If these statements relate to planning applications make this clear. In the list of what people can comment on, add ECC planning policies. For the statement about the economic benefits of proposals reword to ‘Economic benefits/ disadvantages / risks of the proposal’.

	5
	It would be useful in the opening sentence if the council added ‘and we will engage with community’. Currently it sounds if it people’s responsibility to engage rather than for ECC to reach out for opinions.
In the second paragraph can ‘master plan’ be added? Exeter is disadvantaged from other parts of Devon when it comes to local engagement because there is only one level of governance – ECC; elsewhere there are parish councils who develop neighbourhood plans. Master plans for those parts of the city that will see significant development will allow wider public engagement.
Basing future consultation on the council’s past experiences is not a good base – the level of qualitive consultation by the council in past years has not been good. The statement that the council intends to fulfil the minimum legal requirements does not give us confidence that the council will undertake meaningful and timely consultation as recommended by recent government guidance.

	6
	We welcome the aspiration to consult under-represented groups. We would like to see a clear statement in the final SCI about how this will be achieved, and for what type of applications.
The council should commit to using all media options when consulting about all aspects of planning. Different age groups are likely to use different media such as website, Facebook, Twitter etc. 
Should Visually and hearing Impaired be added to this list?
Should those with physically disabilities be added to this list?

	7
	In the second paragraph it is good to see this commitment ‘…..in every case the aim is to provide residents and communities with knowledge and understanding about issues which may affect them, and provide opportunities for those interested to give us their opinions and share local knowledge.’ But unless this is done at an early stage we fear that the council will not be prepared to include any significant new ideas that local knowledge will identify. If sharing of issues that may affect communities is only done as part of the formal Local Plan consultation, then if there is widespread disagreement, it will set the Local Plan process back. We urge the council to use the information it has about development sites to engage with interest groups during the next 12 months to gain the local knowledge wished for.
Continuing with paragraph 2, it would be more positive if the council committed to consult for more than the minimum legal requirement, and make a commitment to local engagement and workshops.

	8
	SPDs. The council must commit to consult with interested groups and organisations in the preparation of SPDs, so the word ‘may’ in the second paragraph should be changed to will. Alongside the development of any SPD the council should publish or outline the consultation undertaken so others can have faith that the guidance has taken account of others views.

Exeter has just one Neighbourhood Area at St James. It is clear from government guidance that LPAs should be proactive in supporting communities in developing their own Neighbourhood plans but there is no evidence on the council’s website that this has been done, and the webpages appear to be out of date, with the protocol not being updated since 2012. There is no link to the government’s new Neighbourhood Planning webpages https://neighbourhoodplanning.org/ despite these being established in 2018. The chief planning officer provides LPAs with regular updates about this process, with the most recent being in July 2021 which stated Neighbourhood planning remains an essential part of the Government’s reforms to help local communities play a much stronger role in shaping the areas in which they live and work and in supporting new development proposals. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/997813/Chief_Planners_Letter_Neighbourhood_Planning_Grant_2021-22.pdf . This new information has not been added to ECCs website. At the time of developing a new Local Plan, asking communities if they wish to establish their own community plan would be ideal.

	9
	No comment

	10
	We would like to see a stronger statement here expecting developers to undertake public consultation for significant development proposals before they are submitted as planning applications. The determinant of significant could include any development of more than?? homes, or?? m2 of commercial development, certain types of development in conservation areas, buildings that are unusually tall, and certain types of use that the public may find objectionable (petrol station?). The council should be specific in the SCI. The applicant should then be required to submit a summary of the consultation and any changes made to reflect opinions received.
The council has in the past supported major or sensitive developments being submitted to a Design Review Panel prior to submitting a planning application. This is good practice for developers to receive a professional critique and making adjustments before presenting proposals to the public.
The council currently allows proposers and objectors to speak at planning committee meetings for 3 minutes for or against planning applications. For major developments this does not seem long enough so we would ask that either speakers are allowed longer (perhaps 5 minutes) or more speakers are allowed 3 minutes.

	11
	We support the need to update the SCI on a 5 year basis, but we are concerned that ECC have failed to do this, despite it being a statutory requirement. How will the council ensure the SCI is reviewed? Can such requirements be added to the council’s Forward Plan to ensure long term commitments are not forgotten about?
We are also concerned that the councils Local Plan has not been reviewed on a regular basis to take account of changing circumstances, and during a period when developers were submitting 

	12
	No comment

	13
	Appendix A: The Development Plan Key Stages of the process.
Whilst it is useful to have the 6 stages of the process, it would be good to have alongside an indication of what the council needs to do to get to these stages. For example, the submission /collection of development sites from proposers, your analysis of those, the issuing of a SHELLA etc. There is no mention of the SHELAA on the ECC website, only the outdated SHLLA. Or maybe a series of consultations and workshops relating to elements of the Local Plan.

In addition, an expectation of reporting of the various stages to the council’s committees would be useful so members and the public can follow the development of the Local Plan. Government guidance suggests that a report relating to major consultation should be published within 12 weeks.

	14
	It would be useful to add how the SPDs will be adopted by ECC. Will this be via planning committee or Executive reports with recommendations?

	15
	The use of acronyms should be avoided – what is NF, NA and NDP? Further detail and information should be added here to inform communities about the process. The information here is minimal and tokenistic and possibly written for those who understand the process already. There is no link to the ECC Neighbourhood plan website, and this information does not appear on the website.

	16
	The list in Appendix D is helpful. It would be useful for the council to also publish the list of non-statutory organisations that you hope to consult with, or a commitment to do so, or a note and link to the council’s website listing people and organisations that wish to be consulted.

	17
	This list is useful but is it ECC’s intention to go beyond this or to do the minimum required by law? We wonder why the council would not display a site notice for all types of applications listed or send a letter of notification to neighbours.




Yours faithfully

K Lewis

Keith Lewis
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