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Jenny Jones (Chair):  We are here today to talk about community involvement in planning.  Can I ask 

our guests to start by saying a little bit about some of the challenges that they have faced and how they 

have gone about setting up their organisation to make sure that they are representative.   

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  First of all Open City is a built environment education charity and our 

mission is to champion well-designed environments, making a vibrant city, but with the role everyone 

plays in it.  I think it is the role everyone plays in it that is the interesting part here. 

 

Our role, we see as an organisation, is to help to facilitate that change in terms of the community and 

our work is often, at the first part of it, the briefing.  We believe if you are getting the brief right, 

whatever the brief is, a lot will follow through.  Our expertise is helping that process.  We do not work 

generally in long term projects at community level.  There are many players who can do that.  We are the 

interface, the honest broker, the political friend of the community and that is where we think our value 

as an organisation comes, but it is very much that charity of independent voice as well, which we think is 

important. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  How do you make sure that you are representing the best views, as it were? 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  We have a different number of programmes so how you communicate 

with getting all the views across is by, we often say, asking everybody.  It is a very strange thing but 

usually those who are in the power tend to be asking the questions without asking, first of all, what 

everybody needs to ask.  That is one of the key things; you need to bring people together to ask what 

they want rather than giving them what everyone thinks they need -that is a starting point! 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  I am Chair of the Bloomsbury Association which 

started off as a small association.  We are in the middle of a district in the West End with a lot of outside 

very influential people playing their game.  For instance, we have got the university campus; we have got 

some large private estates; we have got two business improvement districts (BIDs) one on each side of 

us. 

 

In the West End we are lucky, we have got some very active and professional community associations so 

we decided to set up a network whereby we could exchange expertise.  We started talking to Fitzrovia, 

Marylebone, Covent Garden, Soho, Mayfair and St James’s.  Planning, obviously, is the big issue; a lot of 

people do not quite understand it.  The interesting thing that we have found is that people who are 

involved in planning, generally, are either politically motivated or genuinely interested in planning - they 

might be retired architects or something like that.  It is quite an interesting mix we have got, and we can 

say that they are generally activists.  What we do know is: that they do wish to participate in the 

planning process; that is something certain that has come out of it. 

 



 
 

Then in June this year we decided, knowing that the Localism Bill will become law, that is inevitable, to 

run a pilot neighbourhood plan: it is unfunded.  The borough council does not participate; that is its own 

decision.  We have brought together the landowners and small traders.  Generally speaking the 

businesses with a rateable value of over £60,000 belongs to a business improvement district, so we think 

they are looked after quite well but there are an awful load of businesses with a rateable value of under 

£60,000 who feel totally unrepresented and have been asking for a voice for a very, very long time, to no 

avail. 

 

As far as the community side of it goes, as in any district in the West End or on the edge of the West 

End, a lot of the activists we find are politically motivated and that can be a burden to us because we 

maintain we are non-political, but we find that that sort of influence can cause real problems.  We are 

proceeding with our neighbourhood plan: we have had two major public meetings; we have set up our 

maps; we have got a website; and we have got quite a lot of professional help free of charge.  We find 

people are interested to see how the Localism Bill is going to materialise at the end of the day, so they 

are using our platform as an experiment really I think.  It may turn into a real plan and we hope it does. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  It sounds excellent.   

 

Navin Shah (AM):  It might be useful to know from the Panel Members how your teams are made up?  

What you are doing is critical at a local and strategic level.  I gather you have professionals and 

volunteers from planning, architecture, the environmental side etc. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  Do you mean in terms of a possible forum? 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Yes. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  Our last meeting addressed that: I will explain.  The 

first meeting was basically to try to decide on a boundary.  It was quite easy, just because of the nature 

of the area, for us to do that.  There are relatively few landowners who care to cover the district so the 

area we are actually looking at for our neighbourhood plan is about 15 acres with half a dozen major 

landowners, and then probably 20 subordinate to that in terms of scale. 

 

We decided at the start - having done a bit of research on the Bill.  Normally in neighbourhood areas 

community associations do not invite visitors so we decided, on the basis of how the Localism Bill is 

going to materialise and the guidelines that have been set, on a roughly 50/50 partnership with 

business.  Now there is business on one side and residents on the other - roughly 50/50. 

 

We managed to get the 21 seats occupied, so a forum size.  We have also brought one or two architects 

out of retirement.  We are lucky that we managed to recruit Michael Parkes who is a highly respected 

community planner.  He has actually retired, but we brought him out: we got support from Camden 

Voluntary Action.  That is an important resource for us because it is more experienced than us at 

facilitating large meetings. 

 

With those two and one or two other experts we managed to set the format for the meeting, agendas 

that we could work through and achieve something from it. 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  I will add, when we are looking at the groups and their skills set - and 

it is trying to bring those skills set which is obviously what you are doing- often people do not have the 



 
 

skills set, and it is developing that skills set, so having those people in and having the architect plan is 

fine, but we would also suggest that, actually, you skill up those other people in the room so you have a 

level playing field because otherwise, over time, you can get one group - not influencing but actually 

directing a lot more.  We believe you need to skill up the whole group because then you have a better 

dialogue so there is not an imbalance later on. 

 

Also I would suggest that, yes, where there is a community of professionals in there that they should be 

brought in because they live within that community so they care about that community. 

 

The third area that we believe in quite strongly is young people.  Young people are usually not a part of 

these groups and they are not represented yet they are a strong area especially in London and inner 

London.  Not only that, they are not usually introduced into the group, of course when it comes to any 

referendums they are not allowed to vote, so they are excluded from their own community.  We believe 

they are the future generation and you are hoping that they are going to stay and live there, but if you 

do not actually involve them in it at an early stage they will feel disenfranchised.  We firmly believe that, 

where there is a strong grouping, especially when you have got schools in your community, finding ways 

to engage them and see that there are young representatives.  I also hasten to add you should not 

necessarily be active in the same way with those young people because they are not used to sitting in 

these Panels and might find it not the most useful way of bringing their skills to bear.  It is thinking of 

ways you can engage them which might not necessarily be in the main committee group. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  I think that could be challenging! 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  Yes, exactly. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  Especially if you look at the West End.  There are 

very, very few secondary schools in any case but one way to do that might be through secondary schools 

if they made it part of a geography project or something. 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  Exactly. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  Andrew, you are from the Bankside Residents’ Forum.  What are the challenges 

you faced in setting up, if you have, and the mechanism for drawing people in? 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  Thank you for inviting us to be part of a panel.  

Like you say, I am the Coordinator for Bankside Residents’ Forum which is a small community group that 

deals with planning and development issues within the Bankside area.  I am a funded post by Southwark 

Council which is quite unusual.  In a lot of places it is dependent on volunteers and civic societies and 

groups that are interested and passionate about planning. 

 

We are one of the front-runner proposals for Department for Communities and Local Government.  The 

process started back in about Christmas time when the first bids went out and we have gone through 

quite an evolution over quite a long period which has helped to shape our plan.  One of the fortunate 

things is, of course we also have the business improvement district in Bankside and I am based within 

their office and a director of the business improvement district so there is a very close relationship going 

back about ten years between both the residential and business community.  That has certainly helped us 

look at how we develop our plan. 

 



 
 

At the moment - I will not take up too much time - we have prepared a neighbourhood forum which we 

are still trying to sort out.  We are not fully certain whether we have got it right.  We have tried to look at 

it from the point of view that we feel very strongly [we should draw on local skills]1 - the Government 

talks about the 21 wise people; instead of 3 people in a pub it has talked about 21.  The way that we 

have gone about it is using that as a very informal model to try to set up a technical group who will help 

steer the development of the plan - not write the plan, but steer the process.  We have tried to select 

seven residents, seven businesses and then seven people who come from communities of interest.  I 

understand this is quite a nice model that seems to be getting a lot of approval and support at the 

moment.  So that is how we have gone about it at the moment but that might all change yet. 

 

Mike Tuffrey (AM):  If we are talking about representativeness, I am not sure we have got a formal 

question on that so I would like to pursue.  Could you just say a little bit more about your communities 

of interest and who they are and how you get them, as it were? 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  We are still looking for people that potentially 

might want to get involved in this.  The key thing has been that they are passionate about planning 

issues so, for instance, we have an active Southwark Living Streets within the borough so, again, we feel 

very strongly, because it has been representing and fighting for improvements to the public realm that 

they are involved. 

 

We are still thinking about who should be coming along.  It may be that some of the community of 

interest perhaps come for certain workshops or consultation events.  It would be quite silly not to have 

somebody like St Mungo’s [charity for homeless people] with experience of dealing with the street 

population when we are dealing with issues around Borough High Street or helping homeless people.  At 

the same time we feel that there is potential to either bring a school head in or perhaps a General 

Practitioner - someone that might not necessarily be interested in planning but have a view about what 

services and facilities they would like to see in the future. 

 

It is, like I say, very much on the drawing board.  We have kept it very, very informal and we are trying to 

make sure that we avoid as much criticism as possible.  We are trying to be as inclusive as possible - 

which is never easy. 

 

Mike Tuffrey (AM):  I think that is helpful.  It is an appropriate line of questioning when one is doing 

bottom up stuff outside the formal democratic procedures, but I would certainly like to challenge the 

notion that somehow councillors and councils are automatically representative.  They may have come out 

of a democratic process but if you get a council like Newham which is 100% of one party, elected on a 

minority of the vote, then we all know, those of us who are councillors, what a narrow group of 

individuals we actually are, never mind the process.  I welcome the idea that one is finding new ways to 

be representative and obviously things that come out of the bottom up process, nonetheless, have to be 

validated in the procedures, but it seems to me it is a good thing to get this bottom up interest being 

generated in a very flexible way. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  Can I just go back?  I did mention that we do 

have one of our ward councillors on the forum.  We also have the Head of Planning for Southwark who is 

part of the officer working group: there is quite a tie in with the local authority as well. 

 

                                                 
1 Clarified following the meeting by Andrew Richardson 



 
 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  I think, in principle, it is a good idea and thanks guys for coming along.  I take 

a slightly more contrary view than my colleague on the right, to a degree.  This is through lessons I have 

learned over being a councillor - only for eight years mind you so I am still a relative new boy.  I think 

councillors are legitimately representative and do have a place in the system so that is important and 

should not be dismissed.  Sometimes I sense that central Government sometimes wants to bypass that 

due process with councils.  I have got the scars on my back about dealing with residents’ associations 

and other public groups and I spend a lot of my time, as do all my colleagues along here, out there 

talking to residents and particularly on planning.  80% of my casework is probably planning applications: 

certainly as a local councillor. 

 

What concerns me about this - and I would be interested in your input - is the point made by Jim earlier, 

that many of the good people that want to get involved and will be attracted to this are either politically 

motivated or have agendas.  I found that.  I want to have this great democracy and every household out 

there wants to get involved in stuff.  I sense generally people want to get on with their lives.  They are 

busy, they have got families, they have got businesses, they are busy, busy, busy and they want to trust 

a system, whether or not they have got an input!  Often - and this is from experience - the one, two or 

three guys and girls that do come up and put their hands up are very motivated for particular reasons 

and have their own agenda, and can make it all a bit skew-whiff.  For example, I go to public meetings 

every week on behalf of the council and, of the attendance, 97% of them are activists and 3% are public.  

It is just how it works and I am sure we have all experienced that. 

 

This is my experience and that is what worries me a little bit about this because no doubt your ambitions 

are virtuous and fantastic but there are others who will try to play the system.  What are your thoughts 

around that? 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  I think, like you say, everybody comes with an 

agenda to start with and if you start with that principle it helps. 

 

Trying to make sure that you engage with people that do not necessarily see planning as an issue for 

them in their daily lives is not easy.  The only thing we can do - for instance we had the London Bridge 

and Blackfriars Borough Supplementary Planning Document last year produced by Southwark as a draft 

form and we emphasised to them the need for consultation.  Even consultation is not the same as 

participation and decision-making.  That is something that is sometimes forgotten.  You can consult 

people but that does not mean that they are actually engaging with the process. 

 

Last year, when we did those consultations, we went out specifically to talk to groups: we did 17 events 

in about four or five weeks.  Southwark tries to give people the opportunity to have a voice.  Then, 

whether or not they come, is another matter.  We have to accept people do not necessarily get involved. 

 

The one thing that I think we failed on last year which we hope to clarify this year is: BRF was very keen 

for instance, to meet a school council because a primary school council has quite a lot of views.  It knows 

the safe routes to school and things like that.  We did not do those consultations last year.  This time I 

feel it is very important to make sure they get an opportunity.  The other one of course is small retailers.  

Again, they do not particularly see planning as an issue for them until a supermarket opens nearby and 

then, of course, it becomes a major issue. 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  That is the point I am making.  When it comes to that it is absolutely right.  

When somebody is going to build something nasty at the bottom of the garden or in the high street it is 



 
 

absolutely right that the framework involves local people and all that sort of stuff: we need more of that.  

That is what worries me partly about the new planning regulations, which we can talk about later. 

 

Getting people to contribute to forming the policy, which is what this is about, and I give it my best 

wishes but I genuinely think that the majority of the public will not want to get involved in this is what 

worries me.  In that vacuum people not with good virtues like yourselves but other people come along 

and have disproportionate influence to steer the architecture.  It is just a personal opinion. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  There are two drivers to get engagement.  One is you 

have got a serious problem in the area and that will bring people in.  Luckily, in our area, we have got 

quite a lot of problems! 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  Opportunities! 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  This gives us the opportunity and it makes it easier to 

engage with people.  The other way is as you hear a lot of people say on community panels and so on, 

‚What is in it for us?‛  If the Localism Bill is genuinely going to run parallel to the community, whether it 

is the resident community or small businesses or whatever, then that is a good thing and that will 

encourage people to participate.  There has to be something given back for all this work that we do. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  It is really evident from all our experience and the discussion we have had so far 

that local communities tend to react to what they might perceive as development threats, maybe an 

extension next door or a big supermarket or whatever, because they see it as a threat, so it is more of a 

reactive process.  How can we get the local communities to engage?  How can we empower them?  How 

can we get them to participate in the vision for that locality?  That is what really we are after in terms of 

proactive and long term vision.  This is something I would like to have your views on from your 

experience. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  If I can give you a problem first-  we all have heard 

about the Saatchi Building in Fitzrovia.  In that case we know that community association very well.  We 

know it spent the best part of a year working on that project: it thought it was too big.  There was not 

enough given back in terms of open space, housing and so on.  Camden Council refused the condition 

and then in steps the Mayor and presumably it will go ahead now.  Where does that leave the 

community?  It sees it as a dead loss.  Why get involved if on any contentious project the Mayor or 

someone else might step in and just throw the whole thing out?  That is a major problem. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  Are you saying that they will not engage with long term vision because when 

they engage with short term threats they get knocked back? 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  Yes.  For instance, in that particular area, they have 

identified perhaps half a dozen very large sites with a future for development which, if you take that 

Saatchi Building as an example, it is quite likely the Mayor may step in because the scale of those 

buildings is quite the same. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  We are still talking about community people for the right reasons, because they are 

concerned, reacting to what is being proposed as unacceptable to them.  All councils, whether it is 

through local development frameworks or whatever mechanism, they do promote vision for the borough 

and its high streets or whatever; they have got core strategy and so on.  What we find is again the 



 
 

normal suspects, developers etc, who would participate in that consultation procedure.  It is a question 

of how we can empower the communities to have a greater say in it which is the way forward.  If you can 

engage them at that level to say, ‚Yes, this area will have a supermarket or we will not‛, that kind of 

stuff; for any other major development or even smaller areas, they will have a shopping list as to what 

they think they want for their local areas.  How can we better engage with them? 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  You have to reward them; they have to get something 

out of it.  If it is open space then that is something.  They have to get something out of it.  It is no good 

just sticking fortresses all over London: for example, a huge building in the centre of St Giles.  We 

objected to that because of its fortress-like structure: that was the only reason we objected to it.  We did 

not say that there was anything wrong with the design.  There was a bit of space inside it, but it was just 

the sheer scale of the thing.  If you want the whole of London, or the centre at least, to be developed on 

that scale, come and tell everybody that that is what you want to happen; then we have got the choice 

of moving out or not. 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  My name is Michael Ball from Waterloo 

Community Development Group.  We have been around for 40 years.  Funded firstly by the Greater 

London Council and now by Lambeth Council, partly, to consult and involve the local community in the 

generation of a long term vision and dealing in particular with planning applications.  We have various 

issues that come up here such as cross borough stuff because Waterloo crosses both Lambeth and 

Southwark, for example. 

 

The key issue I think, picking up on this question and what Jim has just said, is legitimacy.  If a 

community feels there is a legitimate process then it might not like all the outcomes but it will accept it.  

It is when it feels it is illegitimate that it will not, and that is a critical issue I think - all the time, it is 

trying to establish legitimacy. 

 

My experience is getting people engaged in the generation of a long term vision is done by going out to 

groups.  We do a lot of going out to youth groups, for example.  We have done this to build up the 

community project bank in our area.  In doing so, I have been also talking about the supplementary 

planning document we have got for Waterloo, while that was being consulted on and subsequently.  It is 

very interesting that, for example, youth groups and young people get very excited at pictures of lots of 

huge glamorous buildings.  They would love that fortress - or at least they think they would love it: they 

might not love it.  They come up with all sorts of issues that I had never come across before with the 

usual suspects, as you put it. 

 

Generating a long term vision I think you have got two different groups of people; people that need to 

be involved and are not involved that you go out to and the people who are involved already and are 

pretty hacked off, and getting their buy in. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  Can I ask you about legitimacy?  Are you suggesting that, for example, if local 

people put a case and the council turns to vote it down in accordance with local wishes and then the 

Mayor steps in and overturns that, those powers might not look legitimate to those local people? 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  I have not been in that experience so I 

cannot say.   

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  Or Secretary of State. 



 
 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  We have had those situations but the 

Secretary of State at least went through a public inquiry where everything is aired.  There is not this 

sense of a process which the Mayor can do which does not go through a public scrutiny.  He gets a 

report.  He makes a decision.  That is done behind closed doors, unlike a council committee or the 

Secretary of State with a public inquiry. 

 

I have gone through it and I have gone through the situation with opportunity area frameworks: we had 

a draft opportunity area framework.  It said what a tall building should be.  Then the final document 

came out with an additional bit for tall buildings: additional space for a tall building.  It was quite clearly 

engineered for a specific development.  That just undermines the entire process and every time I go to a 

public inquiry about that opportunity area framework it is discussed through gritted teeth.  It is so 

aggravating that that sort of slip, that sort of manoeuvre.  That is legitimacy and communities feel that 

strongly.  They feel their voice has been taken away. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Talking about legitimacy I generally find, from my experience that, at the best local 

residents or residents’ associations there is a lack of confidence in the council and a level of cynicism 

about development plans or projects.  How do you think that can be improved?  You mentioned the 

word ‘buy-in’.  How can we get greater buy in from the local community in terms of what the council is 

trying to develop for the localities?  That is a big problem.  Once that happens you will get people 

reacting in what will shape and form and how they perceive what is being planned, whether it is small or 

big. 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  As I mentioned earlier, it is common sense that you ask.  I think ‘the 

ask’ is never asked.  When the council has gone through it and everyone is engaged in it, it must think, ‚I 

must go and ask the community‛.  There is not at pre-application and pre-planning.  It is the ‘pre-pre-

brief’ and you actually ask the questions.  It is the mechanisms that councils work and local authorities 

and the planning person how it has come about with all the rules and regulations.  It actually does not go 

out and ask first. 

 

I will give you a little tiny example where we worked with some architects on a Greenwich development 

with a developer and the young people visioning what this development could really look like in their 

perspective.  We went through the process with the architect and at the end of it the architect said, ‚We 

should have asked these questions.  We’ve done the master plan but if we had asked those questions 

first, we would not have come out with the answer we came out with‛.  It is putting that process into the 

council - because that is where a lot of this is coming through. 

 

It is often a positive thing the council is putting forward.  People have thought about it in a positive way.  

It is not a negative but by the time it comes out it feels like it is a negative.  In many ways it is the 

communication and that communication process needs to be looked at again and looked at, one needs 

to think how you can do that better.  There are models abroad and models here, but I think you get into 

this process and forget it is worth engaging early on because you bring people onside, rather than having 

the negative.  It is actually bringing a person onside, which is what you are trying to achieve, often. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  Can I endorse what Victoria is saying there, 

because that is the most important thing.  I am sure Michael would be the same.  We spend a lot of time 

trying to track down developers before they actually put their applications in because it helps them to 

formulate something that is going to be far more appreciated by everyone. 



 
 

 

What we have been saying about the neighbourhood plan is: we have used three principles - and we do 

not know whether they are the right ones.  We have said developments should be sensible.  It should be 

right for the site that it is fitting into; it should be beneficial.  Going back to your point, Jim, about what 

are the benefits?  It might be open space; it could be all sorts of things; finally, that it should be 

sustainable, and be thinking about how it fits in with trying to improve climate change and fit in with the 

environment that it is sited.  We do not know whether there is more; we will wait and see.   

 

One of the things that we did last year when it was the London Festival of Architecture - all the 

architects in London were having a bean party and all having a great time we said, ‚Let’s do some 

London festival fringe events‛.  We were thinking of the Edinburgh Fringe.  We just did one or two 

things in Bankside where the developers near Bankside had a sugar cube Tate Modern manufactured for 

a display.  Allies and Morrison put on a display of how it does its model making; things like this.  We put 

on an exhibition of all the toys, the mini Shards and the little Tate models and all that.  What was nice 

about it was that a local residents’ group also laid on an afternoon tea party, so it was quite fun. 

 

You had architects and developers coming through the door: some big names; on a Sunday morning.  It 

is quite interesting that they are around; as well as having local residents, we had international tourists 

visiting who are architectural students.  Just trying to change the dynamics that it is an architecture-led 

event I think made a big difference last year.  Trying to make sure that you get to these people earlier on 

is key really to a good scheme. 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  Can I make the point that it is also about 

getting to them with the framework that the planner, or the councillor or the Mayor starts with?  What 

they tend to do is come with their solutions and they come asking about the solutions.  When they 

present the fact that an area is in need of regeneration, it has got deprivation and it has got fundamental 

issues, which the local community itself understands, it knows.  For our opportunity area framework we 

had a marvellous report, a great fat one, dealing with everything about the amount of school places etc.  

The communities know that; they understand that already.  They see it in black and white in the 

information and it is from that base that they are then saying, ‚How can we improve this?‛ 

 

If you start from that place - which is where the planners are starting from; they are saying, ‚How could 

we sort some of these problems out?‛ Instead of coming to them and saying, ‚How about doing this and 

doing that?‛ you start with the problems, which is what the planners do.  Give us the problems and allow 

us to work through that process.  In Waterloo there is a lot of buy-in, despite the legitimacy I raised, 

through the process.  We are being asked to take a 30% increase in density and intensification of the 

number of people living and working in Waterloo.  There is buy-in for that because it is going to solve a 

lot of problems that we have been arguing for for 40 years, about how to improve. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Chair, something interesting has come about from Victoria’s comment about the 

pre-planning application stage.  That is generally treated as behind a closed door negotiations between 

planners and the applicant or the developer.  I think there is a good potential here - I would like to have 

your views - whereby that process is opened up so that, at that early stage when an application is being 

talked about with the council - that embryonic stage - that that is where some form of consultation does 

take place, so you are not confined to eight weeks attached to the planning application and whatever 

might happen before.  You have actually got right from pre-application right down to deliberation on 

planning itself.  Do you think that that may be a good way of opening up the whole process and 

therefore greater participation from residents? 



 
 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  The amount of planning that our sub-committees 

have to do already have reached cut throat level.  We are ready to shoot ourselves if another one comes 

in:  it is very difficult.  First of all there is a lack of resources.  We are already overworked.  We need more 

help.  That is for certain. 

 

The process has got to be simplified.  There is no doubt about it.  If I was to ask 1,000 community 

members, ‚Do you know what the Local Development Framework (LDF) is?‛ probably only ten of them 

would say, ‚Oh yes, I read a couple of pages of that.‛, that is very difficult.  You have got area plans, 

London Plans, LDFs and all the rest of it.  The whole process has got to be understandable by people if 

you are going to get them involved.  Even the professional planners work to manuals; we need the 

manual. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  I was just going to say actually I have not even 

got time to read all this stuff.  There will be people in the room - probably Peter [Eversden] and Michael 

[Ball] - that have read all this stuff; it is too much.  One of my arguments is that things such as the 

planning register, if we want people to engage in planning, simplifying it or making it more accessible to 

people is important.  There is very little between the timeframes for people to consult or engage with 

things. 

 

The pre-application discussions are the key because if we can get more sensible dialogue at that time 

that reduces the confrontation issues and people like me, Michael or Jim are not then writing letters 

constantly or attending committee meetings.  If we could solve a lot of the problems before they actually 

go to application that would make a significant difference. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  On pre-application I think you have to set a minimum 

basis for that so, for argument’s sake, 400,000 square feet as the starting point because, otherwise, you 

would just get flooded with stuff. 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  Talking to a number of developers who come to us and say, ‚We see 

the Localism Bill coming in, how do we respond to it?‛  They are sometimes struggling with it 

themselves.  Some of them - not all of them - are actively trying to think how can we do better ways of 

working?  This pre-application side is a way, if we encourage them, because it is in benefit for them also 

to get this earlier.  I think everyone spends so much time to get to the end and actually going back to 

the pre and asking the right question you would get results. 

 

Navin Shah (AM):  Some boroughs believe that there is little scope for neighbourhood plans to truly 

reflect the wishes of local residents when they have to be in conformity with strategic planning policies, 

so there is that tension.  To what extent do you think local people will be able to realise those 

development priorities through neighbourhood plans? 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  If you were to ask them now I think they would 

probably say there is not any, as they understand - they read the press - the arguments for and the 

arguments against localism and all the rest of it.  On the previous page you have got the little comment 

by City of Westminster which probably sums up the general view in London possibly.  Camden has a 

similar view at the moment.  I do not know if they have stated it publicly or not, but I have heard 

councillors state it.  They are waiting for the Act to be published and to come into force before they do 

anything; that is their stance at the moment.  What they are afraid of is hundreds of neighbourhood 



 
 

plans landing on their desk which will not achieve anything because they would not be able to cope with 

it. 

 

At the moment I do not think they see that they would be able to realise their aims so there is still a lot 

of work to do in terms of the Localism Bill and how it is given to us at the end of the day. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  I hope it does cut bureaucracy because it might generate more problems. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  I do think, like I say, that London is built up of 

villages or hamlets as someone described it the other day, and it is important, whatever Westminster says 

that you can actually look at how a specific area can evolve, as long as it takes into context everything 

that is happening in London. 

 

Like I say, Waterloo Station is probably a mile or so away from where residents live in Bankside but it is 

an issue for them.  We need to think about what that will mean as it is developed, the same for London 

Bridge.  The Shard is an example; we have no idea what impact that will have on local residents and local 

neighbourhoods.  At least if there is a clearly defined neighbourhood plan that states what people feel, 

that says what are the key things to make good development and good planning decisions, we might be 

on to something.  Also, that helps developers.  I have heard developers talking now about how they like 

the idea of ‘certainty of development’.  I think a neighbourhood plan, if it is thought out properly, could 

help with that certainty for developers. 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  Regarding the strategic planning 

policies?  There is enormous cross over.  Part of the London Plan which is clearly strategic and then there 

is, for example, opportunity areas and the stuff about specific places.  Although those places are 

strategic, in a way everywhere in London is strategic.  It matters to me what happens in Richmond, 

Beckton or wherever.  We are all Londoners; we see all of that. 

 

I do not see a problem with trying to be in conformity with strategic planning policies either in the 

London Plan or in the Lambeth plan, Southwark plan or local plans.  It is when you come to those on half 

of - for example, half the core strategy for Lambeth has got policies on Waterloo, on Vauxhall and all the 

different areas.  When you come to that then you have got problems, if it is laid down in here we have 

got to meet this; it is the cart before the horse!  That part of this core strategy, each of those elements, 

the one on Vauxhall, the one on Waterloo and the one on Brixton, should be accompanying a 

neighbourhood plan.  They should come out of the neighbourhood planning process. 

 

Similarly the opportunity area frameworks should all be coming out of the neighbourhood planning 

process.  When we had that session two weeks ago Stewart Murray who once led the opportunity area 

framework team said it cost £200,000 to £300,000 to commission one of those opportunity area 

framework documents.  At the moment the Government is spending £20,000 on getting a 

neighbourhood planning forum process going.  It is therefore entirely conceivable in terms of resources 

to do this.  To say to local authorities and to the Mayor that you need to do this as you produce these 

plans.  If you do that then, fitting in with the strategic plans on housing, transport or whatever is not a 

problem. 

 

Mike Tuffrey (AM):  That is helpful.  What interests me particularly is what the GLA should be doing in 

relation to all of this.  I am glad you mentioned the special opportunity frameworks because that looks 

awfully like people from here coming down, albeit in consultation with the boroughs, drawing lines 



 
 

around neighbourhoods and drawing up neighbourhood plans.  The only difference is it is those who 

think they know best because they happen to have been elected or appointed, rather than the actual 

local people themselves. 

 

Has anybody given any thought to how the new potential powers around neighbourhood plans can 

provide that bottom up input into things which currently see themselves as strategic?  I do not know, 

Michael, if you have thought through how you would use the new powers. 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  We have lost that opportunity because 

we have had our opportunity area planning framework. 

 

Mike Tuffrey (AM):  I would like to review it! 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  Andrew [Richardson] is in that very 

lucky position.  You were about to produce an opportunity area framework - and Southwark in fact drew 

up a draft SPD and then it withdrew it so that Andrew and Bankside can get on with doing it, do it 

properly and then that should inform the final product of the supplementary planning guidance (SPG) 

and the opportunity area framework. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  That is what we hope.  Like you say, the SPG is 

such a big area.  We are only taking probably about a fifth of the SPD area so it gives an opportunity to 

define clearly what locals want.  Another fifth of the SPD area, Bermondsey, is also doing a 

neighbourhood plan so, again, that is good. 

 

There is potential in doing it that way.  That way you are getting a far clearer view of what are the real 

strategic issues and the planning policies that are needed to implement them really; that is how we are 

going about it. 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  Talking to many of the councils - because we work with quite a lot of 

the councils across London - and some of the councils are not finding a way to think about how you put 

the neighbourhood plans inside their thinking; they are just pushing them away.  Whereas I was 

interested to see Kensington and Chelsea has set up a neighbourhood planning unit.  Presumably then 

there is a connector because they are going out to the community, but they understand the council’s 

objectives.  That seems to be quite a sensible approach.  It has just started it so I cannot say that much 

about that at the moment, but to set that up to be that conduit seems to be a very sensible solution I 

think. 

 

Mike Tuffrey (AM):  Would you agree that if councils, and indeed the GLA, were better at not just 

consulting but engaging local people about the strategic element there would be less of this tension 

between the strategy stopping neighbourhoods getting what they want?  Some people are saying 

neighbourhood plans are either a not in my back yard  charter to stop anything happening in 

neighbourhoods or that the committee itself appointed will make things happen that people do not 

really want.  Others are saying, as we have had the comments from the councils, ‚If it is not what we 

want, because we set the strategy, we are going to stop it anyway‛ and one of the ways forward is to 

make sure that the strategic tier is more genuinely representative of what people want in the subtleties 

of the neighbourhoods, rather than simply saying we need lots more housing and it is going to be in your 

area. 

 



 
 

I hope one of the things - this is not really a question is it! - that will come out of this, adding a bit more 

tension into the process, the bottom up tension, is that the strategies will be that bit better as a result of 

having more pressure coming. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  You mentioned the word consultation there.  We put 

that into what we call a consultation culture because it is a culture.  If you want to genuinely encourage 

bottom up that consultation culture should turn into dialogue.  It is very, very important.  I have heard 

that mentioned in a number of seminars I have been to, a dozen seminars, on the Localism Bill, listening 

to professional planners.  That came up time and time again and I think it is very, very important.  It is 

obviously difficult for a very large organisation like yours - you want to talk to London - you cannot 

exactly pop down the pub and talk to everybody.  You really need to put it into a consultation process. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  We could each take a few hundred pubs and report back! 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  People are very suspicious of the consultation culture 

and there needs to be a little bit of change there I think. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  I certainly think events like this are a move in the 

right direction; bringing people together that are often in silos.  Like I say, I do not know what Jim is 

doing half the time, or Michael.  That you are having such events as this in itself is getting quite a clear 

message across, we hope, from us as to what seem to be the issues. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  One of the things we have been discussing for about 

five years actually with our seven fairly large community associations in and around the West End is 

holding a community conference in London: you would probably have to have five or six of them.  You 

could not put it all into one.  You would need one for the centre, north east, north west etc, something 

like that.  A genuinely community led conference.  The main issues would be planning, licensing and 

crime and disorder.  That might be a way for people like the GLA to get an agenda and feedback because 

it would not be chairing it, we would, and you would be in the audience. 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  That could feed into their sub-regional 

frameworks.  I remember going to a meeting with Nicky [Gavron]  about eight years ago in one of these 

committee rooms and all these planners from London were there refusing to work with each other on the 

sub-regional frameworks.  Kensington and Chelsea said, ‚We have got nothing to do with them over 

there because all our area is conservation‛.  My suggestion was get the local strategic partnerships 

(LSPs) involved in this, rather than the planners.  Unfortunately LSPs are not as community focused as I 

hoped they would be when I said that.  All those things communities can buy into if they are given the 

information.  They understand the shortages: they all know that there is a shortage of school places, of 

housing and green space and they need to see it on a wider picture and they need to see it on their local 

picture. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  It is interesting that although the politicians and ward 

councillors had not felt they could get involved, probably had been told from above, the professional 

planners, the officers, have because they have turned up at our meetings. 

 

Mike Tuffrey (AM):  To do what? 

 



 
 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  Initially to observe.  They are not saying much.  They 

are just watching the process of how we are going about it, and probably reporting back to their masters. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  I was merely saying, sub voce, that my local authority could not afford to send 

officers to such meetings! 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  Which, after Tony, will be linked into my question about a grand idea but local 

authorities may or may not have the resource for this, but that is for later. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  Fair enough. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Before my question can I say in preamble that I think both Michael and Jim really 

are not parochial enough.  My very long experience of being involved in communities is some people 

think that the next street is abroad, let alone the next village or the next borough or the whole of 

London.  People really are very, very parochial.  At the conference that we held here a fortnight ago it 

was quite clear to me that people had been drawn into it by a single issue which was near them.  When I 

say near them I do not mean the Shard which dominates an area, I am talking about in their street or in 

the next street.  If this could encourage change it would be wonderful but I think that would be changing 

human nature. 

 

Anyway, so far as the specific is concerned, is the involvement of people who would actually be doing 

development, businesses, developers, commercial interests and so on.  Jim has already talked about 

these people being involved.  Victoria has told us that if these people had been involved earlier they 

would have much preferred it.  Do you not think that a good developer seeks to involve the community 

anyway before coming to committee or coming forward with a final planning application? 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  They consult.  They do not engage. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  I do not know what the difference is.  Tell me. 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  ‘Consult’ is saying, ‚What do you think of our proposal?‛  ‘Engage’ is, 

‚We are looking at this piece of land.  What do you think would be good for the community on this piece 

of land?‛  There is a very fundamental difference.  Understanding the developer side quite well and 

where the different parties are coming from.  It is a messy way of working but if you get the minds 

together often you can get something better out of it.  I think that is what often is missing.  The locals 

have views about it; they are not negative always.  There is always an assumption that everyone is going 

to be negative.  If you present it in the right way, with the opportunity, people want to engage in that 

positively.  Usually, when it comes to consulting, it comes across as a negative.  If you want to say what 

the change is, if we can make any real changes moving it from a negative to a positive if the Localism Bill 

is going to succeed. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  Picking up on that, I think you are right.  The 

good developers do engage with people early on.  Of course you have three types of developers I 

suppose.  There are the people that do it right, there are the people that hire teams of consultants - they 

are like armies of community planning consultants and public relations specialists - to sell their idea.  

Then there are the developers who do not bother talking to anybody and just put their application in.  It 

is quite an interesting carry on when you are dealing with developers.  I do think that they need to be 



 
 

part of the planning policy process so long as there are checks and balances through examination and 

referendum. 

 

The big thing is that there are a lot of applicants that come forward with schemes that are market 

demand rather than site relevant.  One of the big things that we have faced has been about 120% 

increase in student accommodation within our small one ward.  I think we have now got something like 

about 3,500 to 4,000 student units in one ward of Southwark; that is quite a pressure.  There are more 

schemes coming forward; people are wanting to do them.  We are saying, ‚What will that mean for the 

area and for local people?‛ 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  One of the points there is in the West End, is  there 

are quite a lot of business improvement districts, some from as far as, Camden Town.  Of course the 

people who pay the levy are the tenants.  One or two landowners contribute a bit: I could probably name 

them all.  A way has to be found to bring the landowners into the process more.  We are talking about 

the sort of landowner that has one large block.  There may be 20 shops in it and offices and flats above 

it- that type of landowner.  There are quite a lot of those in London: they own half a dozen of those 

dotted around the country.  They are not brought into the process at all.  We tried to engage with some 

of those that we have identified in our area but we have not been very successful in doing it. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Do they come forward at the time the LDF is drawn up?  They make 

representations to the local authority and say, ‚We’ve got this huge site or lots of small sites scattered 

about the area‛.  Isn’t it your experience they come along to the LDF and they say, ‚This is what we 

would like to do‛ when they are making comments on what the local authority has prepared?  I am a 

great fan of localism but I do think all of this is going to create an extra tier of bureaucracy which is 

going to slow down the entire process.   

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  It is going to create another tier, yes.  We have got 

another tier here haven’t we?  This is another tier. 

 

Tony Arbour (AM):  Yes, I agree.  We are. 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  Our experience is the opposite.  If you 

get landowners involved at the earliest stage you get things done more quickly, as Andrew said, and we 

spend less time haggling at committee meetings.  When it takes time people get nervous.  When officers 

get nervous they are not sure what to do.  Members get nervous.  Then it spends ages in the process.  

Whereas when everybody feels like they are going in the same direction the thing moves swiftly.  Those 

early conversations are critical and, as Andrew, said we get some developers who do talk and some 

developers that do not.  I read the Estates Gazette to find out who is buying the land in our area and 

then I go straight to those developers and say, ‚What’s cooking?  What are you up to?  What are you 

thinking about?  Talk to us and let’s have a conversation about this‛.  Quite often these are sites that 

have been sitting around empty and making problems for the local community who want to see them 

developed.  There is a big positive there. 

 

The problem always is that the developer has bought the site, already having done his viability appraisal 

and his financial appraisal working out what he is going to do with it.  He already knows what he thinks 

he wants to do with it.  He should be, in making that decision, looking at the plan.  What the developer 

does is think, ‚Either I’ll wangle it with the plans or I’ll ignore the plan‛.  I have got a developer right 

now.  We are coming into the situation where it bought it in 2007, it has made representations to the 



 
 

LDF, it did not get its way, the inspector agreed with the local authority that it should not get their way.  

It nevertheless stuck in a planning application and it is now ready to go to committee tonight and then 

up to Boris [Johnson] with all the problems.  That is four years those sites have been sitting there empty:  

it is a large area.  Therefore, I think, really getting these plans legitimate and people seeing these as the 

bottom line is really fundamental. 

 

Something else I want to say is, I want to separate out the role of businesses, landowners and 

developers.  We have got two bits in our area of Waterloo.  We have got a business improvement district 

in the traditional sense that people imagine it; lots of small businesses around a shopping retail district.  

Most of those are not land owners or developers.  Some of them own their own shops but their issue is 

their shops and the retail centre working and the neighbourhood around that also working.  They work 

very closely with us. 

 

Then we have got another one which is to do with some big landowners on the South Bank.  They are, 

effectively, a self set up business group district.  They are helping improve their public realm but they are 

also landowners and developers so it is a much more complicated relationship.  There is not necessarily 

some clear distinction. 

 

We are unusual in Waterloo.  Most places will have businesses of the first type I described.  They have a 

very legitimate interest which very much coalesces with the interest of the local community.  The local 

community wants a successful business community, they want a successful retail and they want to work 

together to do that, and they share ideas and they come up with solutions. 

 

It is only when you have got landowners and developers who are seriously trying to make a buck out of 

the land itself, out of the development of that land that you have the problem.  That is when I go back 

to the point that we go through a process that is legitimate, that devises a plan and people stick to it.  

There is not this moving around.  The example I gave, which I did not name, is precisely that the officers 

have wobbled and they have now given in and said, ‚OK, we’ll recommend approval, yet we have held it 

up for four years, against our own inspector and the plan‛; that is a real problem. 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  You touched upon local authorities and how they may receive or be helpful or 

otherwise and I was interested in your comments, Michael, speaking as a Croydon councillor as I 

mentioned earlier.  We are working with three different master plans at the moment and we are trying to 

get it right by consulting very early, but it is difficult to get engagement sometimes. 

 

I mentioned earlier in a throwaway comment that local authorities are having difficulties with resources 

and the Government comes out with some wonderful ideas and there is an assumption that it comes 

without resource.  I think your comment about planners coming along to meetings, or officers, and Tony 

saying you would be lucky to get them perhaps is a point. 

 

What are your experiences with working with local authorities, not necessarily historically because you 

have all got a great pedigree of working with local authorities?  How do you think they might rise to that 

challenge or do you think they should stop doing things to be able to help?  If you had a local authority 

director here, how would you try to sell the idea to them? 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  I am very keen that we work closer with the 

planning officers.  It is a fact that we are all wasting a lot of time trying to resolve conflicts and it is 

pointless.  They are getting emails from us.  We are sending them to their bosses.  Their bosses are firing 



 
 

them back down to them; all this is going on all day long.  It is a lot of potential time that could be used 

for more constructive dialogues. 

 

There is a lot of pressure on planning teams.  Again, the armies of consultants come in with a developer 

and can bamboozle a planning officer - 30 or 40 different planning reports for one application: there is a 

lot of pressure on them. 

 

I do think, to actually get people out more doing surgeries and perhaps having a broader view rather 

than looking at what are the strategic things - at the moment you have a planning policy team but you 

also have a planning development team and a development team.  Often the development officers are 

very much focused on that application and those issues, whereas it may be perhaps an application for a 

night club and they are looking at it in that context, whereas there might be perhaps ten night clubs 

within half a mile and what does that mean for a night time economy?  It is about trying to change 

peoples’ mindsets, trying to get people to be more collaborative and more collegiate in how they work.  

That is the way I would hope it will develop. 

 

Again, it is all down to resources.  How often does a planning officer get the opportunity to go from 

London to Nottingham to meet a comparable officer in Nottingham to find out how they are doing 

things?  Things like that. 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  I would be interested in other colleagues.  It is partly putting on, perhaps, 

another layer of consultation.  You might say they should be doing that anyway.  It is presenting another 

layer of pieces of work to bring to fruition that development.  Speaking for Croydon and Sutton we want 

developers in.  We have not got enough people coming in and buying up land for God knows what.  The 

executive director who might be sitting here might be saying, ‚You’re introducing another layer; that 

layer needs resource.  It is tough as it is, I’m not sure about this‛. 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  You are doing it through master plans; 

there must be consultation.  My experience is that a local authority can spend money on consultation, 

and it does not spend it wisely - to put it simply.  I gave you an example earlier.  The local authority fund 

us and it could get seven or eight years of opportunity area framework for the amount of money it puts 

in; we go out to groups that are sitting there.  There are loads and loads of groups, the football clubs 

and all sorts of things.  Schools full of school governors.  Huge untapped resources like that.  The issue is 

getting people out to those.  Planning officers in the town hall cannot do that.  The way to do it is to 

engage local communities and create structures that can do that. 

 

There is a huge untapped resource base in the local community.  Also in the local authority which is in 

the backbench members.  Local authorities are so split now between the cabinet, the members that have 

real control and real clout, and then all those backbench members that often are looking for a role.  They 

do get involved in these local things and they often feel a bit conflicted, they sometimes question its 

legitimacy.  They get anxious about it.  Make it legitimate.  Make it clear.  Their role is to be the front of 

this process of neighbourhood planning.  They should be the front door for the council. 

 

The other thing is that local authorities are potentially a real problem in this whole agenda because, as 

was said earlier and is a fact we all know, London is a local place, you live in a local village, and then 

there is the London-wide and you go round all those other villages.  The local authority area does not 

mean anything.  Most people who live in Waterloo have much less connection with Gipsy Hill, which is 

also in Lambeth, than they do with most other parts of London.  It just does not connect! 



 
 

 

The local authority has a real problem here.  The Mayor and the London Plan has a clear role and the 

neighbourhood plan has a clear role.  What is the local authority’s job?  It needs to be a facilitator 

between those two, helping neighbourhood plans coming about and joining those up to the strategic 

plan. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  I would second that.  I think there is a danger of the 

local councils, the borough councils, feeling as if they are useless now.  I was trying to put a number of 

plans into perspective.  If you look at a borough like Camden with roughly 50 wards2, let’s say 2 

neighbourhood plans per ward, it might have to deal with dozens of plans.  Certainly if you take the 

southern half of Camden, that level of neighbourhood planning is possible; it could happen.  I think it 

has always been a concern of mine that the councils are the people that are going to feel less 

empowered out of this.  It is all very well empowering the neighbourhoods, the people, the voters, but 

the councillors are our elected representatives and it is important that that process is strengthened as 

well. 

 

Steve O’Connell (AM):  Councillors should be leaders of the neighbourhoods. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  I agree, why bother having elections otherwise. 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  Often we have to deal with working with the planning department, 

the public arts and the youth services and constantly we sit and say, ‚Why don’t they talk to each 

other?‛ They are silos.  Sometimes it is not the world outside but the communication inside an 

organisation.  One talks about the joined up but it really means the policy officers to the ones on the 

planning and then you go outside of that so when you are looking at public realm we find the arts 

officers had no influence in the planning department.  The youth services, you are talking about a future 

generation with their needs and conflicts within it, but no one is actually talking to them.  There is not 

enough working internally. 

 

The other thing that is expensive, we know, but direct experience is so much quicker.  You get this 

abstract of putting things on a slide.  Most of you know that one of our programmes is Open House 

London.  250,000 people engage in their built environment, their locality, they find out about that 

locality at the weekend.  We know in 48 hours we can affect mindsets much more quickly than any other 

way.  Direct experience, though it might seem as experience, is not just talking; it is going out. 

 

We set up a programme, London Exemplar, for planning councillors to look, go and see something that 

had been given planning permissions and then look to see whether they would have given planning 

permission.  This came out of the fact, realising through Open House, one councillor went, we said, ‚Why 

did you come at the weekend to see this house?‛  He said, ‚We gave it planning permission but we have 

no idea what it looks like‛.  Maybe seeing is believing, and is a shortcut and is a very effective way. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  Can I bring one other point up about using 

resources?  Local authorities also have a great resource in the design review panels and the conservation 

area advisory groups which, again, they often do not make the most of them.  That is something again, 

for minimum investment, could actually be more significant strategic groups to consult with. 

 

                                                 
2 Camden has 18 wards and 54 councillors 



 
 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  Can I come back on that with one we are doing with Barking and 

Dagenham which is an urban design review panel?  This is the residents so it is not obviously statutory 

for this panel but Barking and Dagenham has created a panel and we trained this panel up and trained 

the Chair up to it so that it can see planning applications coming forward, so it has a view on it.  That 

goes back into the planning process and that is a very good way.  It is hard and people drop in and out 

and everything else, but the fact is that is another method by which you can do this engagement a bit 

more positively. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  What I have been hearing us covering is different kinds of 

engagement.  You have just been talking, Victoria, about the kinds of engagement that a good planning 

committee and planning department would have anyway.  They would have residents’ groups and 

stakeholder groups, conservation area committees, urban design committees and so on.  Area groups, 

they would have those anyway if they were good.  Then there is the focus of what we are trying to talk 

about which is neighbourhood planning as well as the other community engagement. 

 

What I want to tease out a bit is this question of resources.  I talk about a good planning committee and 

a good planning department but in fact departments are very, very constrained now aren’t they, and the 

resources are very tight.  Can I go back to Victoria?  What are the resources that are needed just for that 

other level of engagement before I drill down into the neighbourhood plan? 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  We will go back to the resource that it really needs which is the skill 

set.  It is skilling up the various stakeholders because, with that, that will take you forward.  First of all 

you have to understand skilling up to bring people to a level of knowledge and understanding for you to 

then to be able to make it go forward.  If you do that and put the resources into that then, we believe, 

that it will cut out a lot of time and effort later on.  That is the bit at the moment in the Localism Bill.  

We have got the top, the idea, and we have got the thing, but how do you go about it?  That is the bit 

that is missing and that is where there is no money virtually at all, apart from a few vanguards, but they 

are very specific by the time you have gone through it.  We all know if you just do that layer that will 

help that process so much more.  That is what, we believe, is missing at the moment. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  That is a very good recommendation.  There needs to be some training 

up and some induction.  There has to be some recognition that people who know their areas also have 

skills. 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  Absolutely.  That is what I mean.  They are part of that process. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  I would have to be conducted into the conservation area rules.  On 

neighbourhood plans, the Government is giving money for neighbourhood plans: between £5,000 and 

£20,000 per plan. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  You have to fulfil the criteria and one of your 

councillors has to sign off the application form. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  Should that be a problem? 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  It is a problem if they refuse to do it. 

 



 
 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  As far as I understand - do not quote me on this! 

- the issue is that the money goes to the local authority.  There is no duty on the local authority to then 

pass it out to a community.  It can use it in alternative places for such as referendum -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  Is that true?  You talked about Camden having 50.  There is not going 

to be blanket coverage neighbourhood plans per local authority.  A local authority surely would have to 

have a willing identification of a neighbourhood plan before it applied for the money.  Then that money 

would be passed, surely earmarked, ringfenced. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  It is earmarked for that neighbourhood.  It is 

earmarked to the catchment area that it has worked to but it has not got to give it out. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  It could spend there, but not necessarily on the plan? 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  On the plan and referendum.   

 

Peter Eversden (from the public gallery):  It is supposed to pay for the cost of running two 

referendums at least, all the support to the neighbourhood group for drawing up the plan. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  All the local authority costs. 

 

Peter Eversden:  The councils are motivated to do registered neighbourhood plans and they want to 

get the money. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  In our case it has actually given that money to 

us, or most of that money to us.  That is how Southwark has approached it. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  How much was it? 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  £20,000. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  You did get £20,000. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  Nearly all of it. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  As I came in you were speaking.  You probably talked about how you 

spent it.  It sounded like a planning for real exercise. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  No.  We are looking at far more engagement 

rather than planning for real.  I will not go into planning for real because I am not a great fan of it. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  Our experience is the opposite.  We engaged with the 

council and asked it to sign off our application for the £20,000 funding.  It is no skin off its nose as far as 

we were concerned.  All it had to do was sign a letter.  It would not! 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  Your local councillor would not? 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  No.  We went to the Deputy Leader. 



 
 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  They would not either? 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  We lost the £20,000.  It was no skin of Camden’s 

nose. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  What were the reasons given? 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  It is not ready for localism yet. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  This is an area that it would be interesting to explore more. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  Can I ask about other resources?  This is part of this question about 

resources.  What other resources can a local authority give? 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  I come back to the point there are loads 

of resources sitting there. School governors, I am a school governor.  We have just got a planning 

permission for something.  It was very expensive because instead of using us as a resource - it is the old 

at odds situation -  the council was spending on the costs that it put into the school to support the 

school governing process and it was spending on planning officers and on the committee process etc etc.  

It was back loaded rather than front loaded and it did not involve us accepting us in that unhelpful way.  

There is huge resource. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  Can I go back to this?  If you have planning officers helping you and 

supporting your local plan their time is not costed in that £20,000 is it? 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  No. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):    I have done a neighbourhood plan, planning for real, and we used 

three local schools and the council gave us a planner and a community worker which was very helpful.  I 

am interested in whether you can use those resources for some kind of extra things like geographical 

information systems or visioning or use all the digital stuff to engage people in a new way. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  That is what we would have used that money for. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  You would have used the money for that? 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  Yes.  Digital mapping, another thing we have done as 

part of our area audio, if you are going to start planning for an area you need to know what is in it and 

what it does so you want to do an area audit.  Parts of that would be to film the whole area.  It is only a 

dozen streets. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  I think that is a very good way of engaging people.  The advantage of 

a planning for real exercise - that was a big model, a 25 foot scale model - is you can take it to people. 

 

Mike Tuffrey (AM):  My observation is this is changing the balance of power in planning and so people 

who have the existing power like councils and councillors are all anxious about it.  If the council’s view is, 

‚We still know best and we’re going to resist the input from the community‛ then it is extra cost, but if 



 
 

the council sees its job as facilitating the community view and the vast amounts of time and money that 

planners spend consulting and appealing etc etc, if one recycles existing resources we can get a better 

outcome.  That is an opinion. 

 

Can I ask the witnesses whether they think that it would help if there were more community councils?  

You will recall that parish councils were banned in London back in 1963 but the [Local Government and 

Public Involvement in Health] 2007 Act brought back the power to have, effectively, parish councils or 

community councils in London, but I think there are only two so far in the last five years that have got 

going; London Fields and one in Westminster.  Where does the community council, which has a proper 

elected basis, play in this picture of a bottom up approach to planning?  Any views from people who 

might have looked at it in the West End or Waterloo and decided no to, or not even looked at it yet? 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  We have not looked at formalising it because it is yet 

another layer of bureaucracy.  We do not need it.  From that point of view -- 

 

Michael Tuffrey (AM):  You might do it if it is stopping you doing what you want to do because you 

do not have the power, anyway. 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  We know that will change in time so that does not 

concern us; we know that is going to change. 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  Councillors in Lambeth and Southwark 

have different political views.  Both did it, they used a name but they were talking about large areas: 

north Lambeth.  It was a great pile of areas; it was several villages screwed together.  They divided their 

borough up into five different spaces and said, ‚There’s a community council in each of those and we’ll 

give you some powers‛, it was all a bit pointless. 

 

Mike Tuffrey (AM):  Those are voluntary ones.  That is not using the new powers to actually have a 

genuine council like a parish council outside London - which would not be a council creation, quite the 

reverse.  It would actually be local people forming their own council and there would be attention from 

the borough council. 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  What they managed to do was use the 

words community council which became synonymous with pointlessness! 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  I sat on a community council for four years and I would not disagree with that. 

 

Mike Tuffrey (AM):  Because it was toothless, whereas these ones are statutory. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  We had no money as well, and no influence. 

 

Mike Tuffrey (AM):  A community council can levy a precept.  That is the point. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  You want statutory community councils? 

 

MikeTuffrey (AM):  That was the Act that allowed Londoners to do it.  I am just intrigued that, five 

years on, only two areas in the whole of London have taken advantage of the powers that the then 

Government brought in, with all that it implies in terms of precepts and resources and actual statutory 



 
 

powers, but we in London do not seem to have embraced that.  I am wondering where that fits in this 

rich mix of how we actually get people genuinely involved in the system? 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  Londoners’ point of view is that it is another level.  You are only 

interested if you want action and having another council does not mean anything without the action.  It 

goes back to the benefits you can see.  You get engaged and you can get benefits from a negative into a 

positive if you start with something negative which we want changed, or we are against.  If you look in a 

broader way you can see a bigger vision and people can buy into it and be more positive moving forward.  

Having any more layers, I think, will not provide that.  It will perhaps put them off as well. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  One of the things I have learned from this, which Michael said, and I 

think which fits in with what you said, is that this negative to positive only works if the neighbourhood 

plan then has legitimacy, and is held to.  The most disillusioning thing that can possibly happen is then 

people, having decided there is going to be some change in their area, go on to decide between 

themselves and reach a consensus about that change, and then it is a different thing that comes along. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  Absolutely.  We have made a note of that. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  It is such a good point you made there. 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  What we are trying to do in Waterloo - 

we have not got off the ground at all yet - is we are hoping to get a neighbourhood planning forum 

process that is as much about implementation as it is about doing the plan.  That is, as far as I know, not 

in the structure as devised by Government but that is the way we want to do it.  We want focus as much 

on bringing all the things where there is consensus forward to get them to happen.  We talk about these 

things.  For 20 years we have been battling over various sites.  When I say battling, everybody wants it to 

happen and it does not happen. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Deputy Chair):  There has to be an action plan as well, if it is going to have 

implementation, and also it has to be updated very regularly.  You have to allow for certain things to 

change; people then have to be re-consulted.  Yes? 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  The other thing is we are working on a pilot 

neighbourhood plan but it has to be realistic and it has to be achievable.  We are thinking big but we are 

starting small.  One thing we might be able to achieve is in the design of streetscape - non political, not 

very contentious.  Everyone seems to think the streets are filled with clutter so let’s get rid of it.  We will 

start with something realistic much as the business improvement districts have done. 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  The timescales can be really long.  We 

set up the strategy for the Jubilee Gardens in 2001.  I came to see Ken Livingstone [Mayor of London 

2000-2008] about it in 2001.  Boris [Johnson] this afternoon is laying the first sod of the new Jubilee 

Gardens.  It has taken ten years to get from that; and two Mayors! 

 

Mike Tuffrey (AM):  My question is around this dynamic: we are the Greater London Authority and we 

are the Assembly part of the Greater London Authority.  We do not have the planning powers but the 

Authority does through the Mayor.  This scrutiny hearing that we are having really does need to address 

anything in particular that we should do.  Michael has said that boroughs should see their role as a 

facilitator- clearly very big and very small.  Apart from the point I made earlier about the strategists 



 
 

needing to get better at engaging and not consulting, is there anything else that you can tell us to help 

the strategists? 

 

Michael Ball (Waterloo Community Development Group):  The London Plan, Policy 2.13, 

opportunity areas and intensification areas.  Part B says, ‚build on frameworks already developed‛, build 

on neighbourhood planning frameworks.  Part C, LDF preparation.  It says, within LDF boroughs should 

develop more detailed policies and priorities for opportunity areas and intensification areas within the 

process of neighbourhood planning.  Just add those words! 

 

Jim Murray (West End Community Network):  It is very important that the London Plan, the London 

Plan and the LDS are seen as seamless; that they are not working against one another.  What really 

upsets local people is when you spend all this time talking to the developer, talking to the borough 

council and talking to the planners and then - bang! - the Mayor comes along and puts a block on it. 

 

Andrew Richardson (Bankside Residents’ Forum):  You could certainly help the facilitation around a 

lot of things.  There is the neighbourhood plan level.  We have been talking about a Southwark planning 

network and how all small community groups in Southwark meet together.  Then of course we have got 

things like London civic forums.  The GLA can help with this to organise these conferences and seminars 

and talk to people in a more structured way. 

 

The other thing is that there are £40 billion to £50 billion worth of development going to happen in 

London in the next five to ten years, just on the big schemes.  We are talking about a major city here and 

I do think we are not learning from other major cities around the world.  Of course certain local 

authorities - I know the Mayor was at MIPIM [Marché International des Professionnels d'Immobilier], the 

major regeneration conference in Cannes.  For the investment of probably £100,000 the 32 boroughs 

could send somebody that is a local planning officer, one of the local community activists or a local 

Leader of the council to such events like this.  Even going to site visits in other parts of the country; 

Glasgow, Newcastle.  Whatever is comparable with their environment. 

 

That is where the GLA could step in.  It is about not reinventing the wheel.  It is learning from others.  I 

remember years ago going to Rotterdam and seeing the waterfront in Rotterdam.  Straightaway - this 

was before More London was built - I could see the comparable situation with us here.  There are a lot of 

lessons to be learned from one another.  That is something you could help with. 

 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  Victoria, you had the first word and you have now got the last word! 

 

Victoria Thornton (Open City):  My colleagues here have covered most of it. There is a practical e 

element I would like to mention and that is that language.  We talk about people; you have been using 

acronyms today.  It really does not help people to engage in it.  Where do people go if they want to 

know?  Hear about neighbourhood plans.  Yes, we go to Government.  Have you ever tried going to the 

website?  There is a problem of how you actively connect, and at what point.  A first point of call, 

whether it is the GLA I do not know.  Maybe there cold be a resource website of how to and where to go.  

We have one for us in the public realm and it says if you are an architect go to this point and it gives 

some basic information, if you are a teacher or a community representative etc; it helps to point them.  

There is so much stuff; you need to get it very simple at the first point.  Put in a narrative explaining 

what you are trying to achieve.  If you can do something like that, it is very simple and it is relatively 

cheap as well. 

 



 
 

Jenny Jones (Chair):  It is an excellent idea.  Thank you.  Thank you so much to our guests.  It has 

been very valuable for us.   


	Planning and Housing Committee

