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Minutes of the Meeting of the Forum held on Monday 12th December between 2.30 and 5.30pm at RICS, 12 Great George Street, Parliament Square SW1 3AD. Our host was Jo Stockley Head of Policy and Communications.  
Attendance: 

Brian Waters: Chairman

Adam Cook: Landscape Institute London

Andrew Rogers: Association of Consutant Architects

Brian Whiteley: LB Hillingdon

Andy Wells: Lichfield Planning/Temple Group

Duncan Bowie: London Metropolitan University

Edward Dawson: CPRE

Giles Dolphin: GLA

Jo Shockley RICS (Host)

Judith Ryser: Isocarp/Cityscope Europe/UDG

Lee Mallett: Regeneration and Communication

Martin Simmons: For TCPA

Michael Bach: London Forum

Nigel Hewitson: Norton Rose

Owen Wainhouse: RIBA London (replacing Mike Althorpe)

Patrick Duffy: Temple Group incorporating Lichfield Planning

Paul Finch: Design Council, CABE

Peter Eversden: London Forum

Tim Wacher: RICS

Tom Ball: London Forum

Drummond Robson: Honorary Secretary and Robson Planning

Introductions and Apologies.
Apologies were received from Alastair Gaskin, (Treasurer), Liz Peace, Ghislane Trahearne, Ron Heath and Bob Dolata. Mark Southgate also had been unable to come.
Discussion Topic 1
Planning reform and London - is process in Town and Country Planning eclipsing product? 
The Chairman welcomed Nigel Hewitson from Norton Rose who introduced the item. NH confirmed that the Localism Bill was now enacted following Royal Assent (in November). Headline issues included Neighbourhood Planning and the abolition of Spatial strategies excluding London where there are no normally recognised parishes. The Act identifies different groups of people such as neighbourhood forums with the ability to create neighbourhood development orders for certain categories of development  without the need for planning permission. There are 13 front runner schemes including Bermondsey and Bloomsbury in London. There is a requirement for pre application consultation for certain major forms of development which brings with it the duty to take account of the responses. The act includes a minor change to the CIL regime. Once the new infrastructure has been provided there will still be controls to its maintenance. A major change is the general power of competence enabling local authorities to be empowered to do anything that individuals can. This would for example enable share swap transactions to take place. Nigel Hewitson wondered how it would be possible under article 6 of the Human Rights Convention (regarding a fair trial concerning civil liberties) for this to be fair if a Councillor can oppose a scheme and then vote on it. 
Other local considerations include the New Homes Bonus whereby Councils benefitted from new housing; this will be likely to bring conflicts with the electorate amid cries of buying planning permission. 
Currently little has been enacted which is in force apart from a change to Council tax. It is intended that the act will be fully in force by April 2012.
Discussion Peter Eversden said that the first community plans were not really community led. Councils appeared to be willing to take back schemes into the LDF if neighbourhoods do not get too far. Needs are sometimes Borough wide and so not applicable simply to a local area. 
Brentford Community Council covered an area of Brentford which led to a plan adopted by Hounslow. There are already two levels of planning in London and the content of the Boroughs LDFs is set out in the London Plan so the need for neighbourhood plans is less. 

Nigel Hewitson wondered whether communities could lead neighbourhood plan making and how many would undertake it. Neighbourhoods can force local authorities to give up power. He was aware of three examples of communities taking the initiative in the Country so far.
Jo Shockley said that resourcing is a major concern. Local authorites did and do not want to lose control of their areas. Discussions so far have not been well attended. She thought that success of the group is down to the Boroughs. Neighbourhood Plans will have statutory status. Guidance to prevent plan conflicts is necessary. Planning Frameworks may not have as much force as intended.
Michael Bach said that there was very little take up of development orders except by Development Corporations. If someone wants to do a neighbourhood plan there s no real problem subject to general conformity with the strategic objectives of a local plan. The neighbourhood plan could include more restrictive policies but undertaking a neighbourhood plan will be hard work, require plenty of time and possibly moonlighting. It is more likely to exert influence on a core strategy.
Edward Dawson CPRE  spoke of the power of competence and the power of wellbeing doubting whether local authorities would use them. Nigel Hewitson clarified that the power is already there in section 2 of the Local Government Act 2000  which refers to promoting the physical, economic and social wellbeing of an area. By contrast Brian Waters thought that on significant schemes the party caucus determined applications prior to Committee. 
Brian Waters added that it could empower local authorities to build houses since the power of competence enables them to borrow.
Duncan Bowie said that there had never been a restriction on council house building contrary to popular belief. The proposal offers room for creativity. What guidelines say is wide open. He asked how could the conformity test be checked since there were no minimum requirements? Impact of a proposal will be fundamental.
GLA neighbourhoods will however be related to the latest Strategic Housing Land Assessment (SHLAA). He asked also who has to implement them?
Peter Eversden stressed the duty to co-operate and wondered how local authorities would give practical effect to this, notably at London’s boundaries. He also thought that some developments were being built above the prescribed GLA densities. 
Giles Dolphin said that some developments were under density relative to the matrix and there were fewer conversions or windfalls than forecast but that the important issue about density is whether what was being built was of an acceptable quality or not.
Lee Mallett picked up on the reference to article 6 of the Human Rights Act and commented that in development control of an area the important thing was a fair decision on an individual application leading to the risk of an undemocratic role for policy.
Giles Dolphin offered the reply from Westminster’s Leader “We never go against the officers”. 
Tom Ball said that development in Victoria Street was far too driven by economic considerations with unsatisfactory visual results.
Edward Dawson suggested that members arrived at committee open minded and chairs should instruct that they should forget previous advice to avoid predetermination.
Lee Mallett was concerned there was too much democratic input, to which the Chairman added the quote “This is a private meeting held in public”.
Adam Cook argued for the building of consensus as promoted in the Landscape Institute’s Infrastructure Guide. This is at a sub regional scale. It is aimed at balancing live work and play to deliver better neighbourhoods.
Brian Whiteley thought that neighbourhood plans should be considered as “horses for courses”. Local authority shortages of staff would limit the ways in which Councils could help and so there would be dependence on the better off authorities, residential associations and town centre organisations. 
A recent ALBPO meeting considered Vanguard schemes which are being developed in Sutton, Southwark (Bermondsey and Bankside) and a scheme is due to be set up by April for Hackbridge. Kensington and Chelsea have set up a neighbourhood team with two designers and two planners. By contrast in Enfield it has been found in deprived estates that it is difficult to engage Ward Councillors. Advice is needed from DCLG to say what they want to make them work. BW also wondered how much CIL is going to Districts outside London and how this will be allocated to neighbourhoods. 
 There was speculation over the role of the Inspector in relation to neighbourhood plans and whether (s)he had made his/her mind up beforehand. 
Tom ball did not think that there would be much engagement by Councils based on his experience of a committee of 4 who determined matters without public debate. 
Judith Ryser was concerned with local government legitimacy in the light of external constraints such as health and safety and the plain fact that officers determine 95% of cases. She asked whether the institutional structures were in place to enable much neighbourhood planning.
Nigel Hewitson thought that predetermination always produces a tension between the Council’s democratic and quasi judicial position and that impact of proposals would be key to their acceptability. Also any Council spending would be linked to implementation of neighbourhood plans not their plan making. 
The Chairman drew the discussion to a close and turned to two personnel changes. Jo Shockley is leaving RICS and Giles Dolphin is retiring from GLA. He invited both to speak. JS explained that restructuring will be reducing the staff head count and change the way they work at RICS. Current pressures in London include Crossrail, CIL, EIP each with growing demands. The plan is for a dedicated person now for south, east and southwest regions although no P and D skills are a requirement of the posts. The aim is for “thought leadership” rather than engagement. She would be leaving on Friday 16th December and was open to offers of employment with continuing involvement in London. Her principal contact is jo.shockley@googlemail.com She hoped to continue being an active member of the Forum.
Gils Dolphin said he had attended the Forum for many years and  would also wish t continue. His involvement went back to the London Planning Advisory Committee. Arrangements were being made for a leaving celebration at GLA to which forum members will be invited. The Secretary was asked to circulate the invitation. 
The Chairman thanked both for their contributions to the Forum and wished them well on behalf of the Forum.   
Discussion Topic 2 draft National Planning Policy Framework 
The draft NPPF sets out policy but the response has been clouded with concerns about the process. Government has announced that it is looking at streamlining existing processes both in plan making and in application processing. Anticipating their pronouncements, and allowing that London has the benefit of a newly adopted London Plan, the Forum is invited to consider how to bring the focus of planning back to achieving high quality outcomes.
The Chairman invited Drummond Robson and Michael Bach to consider the draft National Planning Policy Framework. 
DR thought that the opportunity for restoring professional planning had been lost. The trumpeted reduction from 1,000 to 52 pages was at the expense of much tried and tested PPS and PPG material which will have to be reinvented by planning appeal. The opportunity appears to have been missed to restore professional substance to what should be done and how to do it: the art and science of Town Planning which has underpinned a profession and which is being turned into development management. The emphasis is on what not to do rather than what should be done – which misuses the framework ideal. DR cited the emerging outcome of the Olympic Park where extensive debate and the involvement of too many determining organisations combined with mixed objectives of the Olympic games themselves and their legacy has frustrated rather than assisted producing a world class built environment – with few notable exceptions such as the general underlying infrastructure, the velodrome and the acquadrome - in better placemaking.
Michael Bach thought that the opportunity for positive and proactive planning had been missed and the document was a big disappointment. It overemphasised growth. It lacks spatial vision. It does not address how our towns and villages should be planned and does not relate well to the England he recognises. He thought that the presumption in favour of development was wrong. The provisions of paragraph 38(6): the presumption in favour of the development plan is still at the basis of planmaking and this should be demonstrable. The draft NPPF does not set out clear principles of how we should develop our urban areas. Policies of town centre first have been weakened, priority should be given to reuse previously developed land. The document gives no clue as to the basis for choosing between green field and brown field land. Development management is given no guidance on development principles. More account should have been taken of the original documents rather than the preoccupation with the length of the document. The minerals section contributes nothing. NPPF should bring a spatial dimension to planning which the document does not do. The document shows no vision.
Paul Finch was invited to reply to these contributions. He said he did not recognise the document from the way it had been portrayed. The document seeks the devolution of planning to local level. It is about enriching people and public involvement in community planning. He disagreed with he portrayal of the Olympic Park which he considered OK. The NPPF is not intended to be Richard Rogers renaissance document. He considered the brown field /green field debate one of linguistics rather substance. It was more important to prevent urban sprawl such as between Bath and Bristol. The English Planning system can operate without appendices. There will be no further consultation on the document, that had been ruled out. He thought in summary that the NPPF was not malign but enabling. 
Edward Dawson noted the big fuss that the document had generated and the campaign and debater which had been run by The Telegraph as a result. He portrayed this as a coalition to replace PPS and PPG documents when there was nothing wrong with them. He said that some of the appendix material has to be there – for example on flooding, telecoms and unstable land. ED could not yet tell whether the proposed system will work in practice but urged the government to pull back from its presumption in favour of development.
Giles Dolphin gave some personal views, rather than of the GLA. He considered that the lesswe are told what to do the better. We should not be worried about the NPPF which provides a framework for strategic planning policies and the gaps are for policy to process. London is being treated the same as the rest of the country but it should have its own process. He thought planning committees should be based on recognisable areas which had an identity such as Balham rather than Wandsworth. There is a need for properly qualified people and planning expertise is not what it should be. 
Nigel Hewitson contrasted the suggestion for more localised planning committees with the wider concerns of the infrastructure planning commission and stressed the importance of considering impacts. H wondered how going to more local areas would help this.
Marin Simmons said that the daft had faults in it such as how it portrayed town centre first issues. Clark had responded to it with tweaks to the draft.
Duncan Bowie argued that the CPRE’s position was over simplistic. The draft maintains the protection sought. He considered the section on Design to be quite good. In London with an adopted plan more can now be done at the local level. Government guidance on priorities for different land uses would be helpful. He was critical of the abolition of Regional Spatial Strategies which he described as an abrogation of government responsibility. The NPPF should be seen as part of the process of planmaking and he was worried at the loss of technical guidance including the suggestion that Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment even may have to go.  He thought it a mistake to try to plan a CPRE and \National Trust would have it by consensus on brown and green fields.
Peter Eversden supported Paul Finch’s trawl through what the document says and Michael bach’s concern of what should be dropped. He recollected that the document had come from a document prepared by well trained and practised planners (The Practitioners Advisory Group). 
Tim Wacher thought that the document should be modified to include reference to transport in PPG13 for offices and town centre locations, limiting these to some 300. He though the CPRE and National Trust campaign was bad in that it hijacked the debate.
Lee Mallett said that planning has too much emphasis on control and legislation and there is a clear need to restore its creativity. Also planning should be proportional and reflect the system’s changing context – taking account of its increasing institutional dimension. 
Edward Dawson said CPRE would not apologise for the debate which had been held and did not consider that it was distorting the planning discussion. John Hobson Q.C. had been engaged and constructive discussion had been held with Ministers.  
Adam Cook suggested that more attention should be paid to the recent Natural Environment White paper. 
Staff including Martin Bridgeman at DCLG now have the task to distil the wide range of views on these planning fundamentals into a final version of the National Planning Policy Framework which is expected to be issued by the Spring of 2012.
Minutes of Meeting held at Urban Design London at Palestra, 197 Blackfriars Road, Southwark, London SE1 8NJ on Monday 5th September at 2.30pm and matters arising.
These minutes (written by Andy Rogers in the secretary’s absence) were accepted with no matters arising.
Treasurer’s report.
There is currently £298 in the LPDF account, with payments promised from English Heritage and London Councils. Other subscription payments should trickle through as time goes on.
Next Meeting.
Giles Dolphin offered the Mayor as host and said he would advise the date available early days of March. NOW CONFIRMED ON Tuesday 20 March AT CITY HALL SE1.
Review of standing items.
None.
AOB
None.   
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