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Dear Mr Lester,  

Review of the Planning Application System in Wales

Response from the Campaign for the Protection of Rural Wales (CPRW) 

CPRW welcomes the opportunity to comment on the draft version of the above document and acknowledges the considerable amount of thought that has gone into its compilation and the framing of its initial recommendations. We note and applaud the fact that a number of our previous comments have been assimilated into the documents and reflected in your findings. 

Having considered the detail of the report we now offer a selection of further comment on those conclusions which are most relevant to CPRW’s interest and our additional thoughts as to how we consider the document should be refined.      

General comments /principles 

We note the differences of opinion from the various “user perspectives” as to the effectiveness of the existing planning application system but believe that this healthy difference reflects the different values that these various parties have for the planning system.  Some see it as a hurdle whilst others including ourselves view the system as a means of ensuring that the relevant checks and balances are in place to ensure that the integrity of important resources and public amenity are not compromised by inappropriate development. 

We therefore reiterate our previous comments that whilst we would support a system which provides increased certainty and reliability in respect of the acceptability of development, we do not believe that the values and standards of the current system should be forfeited in ways which encourage a “laissez fair” mentality towards inappropriate forms of development.

A focus on Economic development 

We note that a priority in the initial findings of the document and its recommendations relate to the need to inject a greater understanding of the necessity to promote economic development into the mentality and assessment of planning applications. Whilst we understand the need to consider this dimension was a specific part of the brief, we believe that the document appears to have swung heavily, indeed too far in favour of promoting an approach to planning which over emphasises the imperatives of economic growth. 

We would suggest therefore that this initial Section should be tempered and put into a more realistic context, indeed the more balanced sustainability context which the Assembly is actively promoting. Whilst CPRW recognises the need for the planning system to encourage renewed economic vitality, we do not believe this should be expressed purely as economic “growth” 

Given the commitments that the Assembly has made through its One Wales policy document and Sustainable Development Scheme to make sustainability its overriding organising principle by placing it at the heart of its activities, we believe that this approach should have been better reflected in the approach adopted in your report. 

We strongly suggest therefore that the relevant sections of the report relating to economic growth should be reviewed and the principles being promoted should be those based on the role of the planning application system being one which encourages and actively delivers “sustainable economic prosperity” in a responsible and environmentally sensitive manner. We believe therefore that the planning application system should be viewed more directly as the means by which development standards encourage sustainability and economic prosperity without compromising the quality, character and diversity of the Welsh landscapes, resources  and community well being.

We believe that a recasting of the focus and emphasis of the relevant sections of the document can be achieved reasonably easily to reflect this.            

Third party Right of appeal

We are disappointed that your review of the planning application process has not referred to nor focussed at all on the appeal process and in particular matters associated with the “Third party rights” in this respect. We therefore repeat our previous comment that the document should be refined to include consideration of the issue of “Third party right of appeal” We maintain that such a provision is a legitimate means of testing the soundness of any dubious or inconsistent decisions made by a Planning Committee and that the report should make recommendations in respect of this recognised contentious issue.

Access to application information

We note the emphasis in the report on the issue of pre application advice and how early contact between the developer and planning authority can significantly improve the quality of the submitted application and the subsequent decision making process. 

We believe however that less consideration has been given as to how third party engagement at this point in the process could be improved. In many instances access to information regarding applications or to case officers is not easy and we would have hoped that the report could have suggested for instance a form of protocol which would enable third parties, should they so wish, to discuss with case officers the contents of applications and / or their concerns about them in a formal but much less adversarial manner than tends to occur at present. It would be helpful to know whether any such “Good practice Liaison approaches” of this kind exist. We would be interested to know whether for instance any Local Stakeholder liaison mechanisms similar to those mentioned in respect of Statutory Consultees exist or where local surgeries are held for the public to meet relevant Planning staff to discuss and clarify the issues associated with applications.  

Access to the Case officers and early opportunities to discuss with them third party concerns, we consider would help avoid unnecessary misunderstandings and provide major benefits in improving the quality of the decision making process. Whilst we appreciate that improved liaison arrangement will never prevent differences of opinion, we believe such a mechanism would provide individuals and interested parties with a better appreciation of the relevant issues and a feeling that greater recognition and account had been given to their views in the decision making process. As we noted previously whilst the range of mechanisms for engaging the public are in theory available, the effectiveness by which public engagement is facilitated or promoted by LPAs across Wales, varies in extent and standard considerably. 

Detailed comments 

The following detailed comments are offered in the order that the text appears in the draft report

Para 4.1 – 4.2

CPRW agrees wholeheartedly with the sentiments of these sections

Para 4.9

Whilst we agree with the analysis outlined in this section and the three objectives suggested, we believe that these should all be set in a more appropriate sustainability context 

Para 4.16 

Again specific reference should be made in this section to the overarching sustainability objectives that the Assembly Government is looking to the planning system to deliver.

Para 5.6 
Economic Development and the planning application process

Recommendation 1 

We refer to our previous comments regarding the need for economic prosperity rather than simply economic growth to be the focus for this section and the suggested actions included in Recommendation 1 .

Recommendation 3 
Design and Access statements 

CPRW agrees that a more refined threshold for the introduction of Design and Access statements should be developed and introduced so as to filter out and speed up the processing of minor applications.

Recommendation 4 
Guidance process 

CPRW agrees with this recommendation and trusts that this will take account of the interests of third parties and / or non statutory interest groups  

Recommendation 5
Policy amnesty

Whilst CPRW recognises and supports the logic of this recommendation, we question whether such a proposal is practical given the speed of policy change occurring at present. 

We fully support however the view that PPW should be regularly consolidated as new guidance emerges as it has become incredibly difficult at present to track all its relevant updates.

Recommendation 6 
Development management statement 

CPRW supports the various elements of this composite recommendation but believes as mentioned previously that the context in which its principles are set should reflect the overarching sustainability ambitions of the Assembly Government.

Recommendation 7
Improving Consultation 

CPRW supports the need for an overhaul of the consultation procedure to ensure that it is more inclusive of all relevant interests and provides third parties with a greater sense of engagement in the crucial issues.

Recommendation 8 
Consistency of delivery

CPRW offers no comment on this organisation issue

Recommendation 9
Approach to Committee 

CPRW wholeheartedly supports this recommendation. 

We further suggest that much could be gained by the inclusion in these series of recommendation of a further proposal for the use of a pre determination “round table” session akin to the procedures adopted in public Inquires. This would enable the issues and points of view relating to complex or controversial proposals to be   aired and explored under the guidance of an independent but experienced Chairman. Such a session would take the form of an open scrutiny of the relevant material issues relating to the application and provide interested parties with a greater sense of opportunity to have their views heard by the members of the relevant Planning Committee.     

We fully support the latter part of this recommendation in respect of members justifying any decisions made contrary to Officer recommendation, as we feel this will do much to raise standards and eliminate inconsistency in the decision making process.  

Recommendation 10  
Relaxation of PD rights 

Subject to the opportunity to introduce certain restrictions, CPRW understands the merits of this proposal. We believe however that the definition of small business interests would need to be carefully considered  

Recommendation 11 
Minor changes 

CPRW supports this recommendation

Recommendation 12
Pre application advice 

CPRW supports this recommendation but believes as mentioned previously that the scope of such pre application advice should include consideration of how interested parties can also be engaged early in this discussion process.  

Recommendation 13 
Validation 

CPRW offers no comment on this issue

Recommendation 14 
Electronic Planning Services

CPRW supports this recommendation wholeheartedly but believes that for this approach to be successful the presentation approaches used will need to be of a high user friendly standard.

Recommendation 15 
Sharing Expertise 

CPRW agrees in principle that there is much to be gained by consolidating expertise to improve the quality of scrutiny of complex or specialised applications. We do not feel however able to suggest which of the proposed options is preferable and agrees that both may be applicable in different circumstances

Recommendation 16 
Planning Conditions

CPRW supports this recommendation but suggests that notwithstanding the footnote relating to Bullet 7 and 8 of the DCLG consultation paper referred to in Practice Pointer 21, these principles should be specifically incorporated into the scope of this suggested guidance. 

Priorities 

CPRW does not wish to offer any comment on this suggested list of priorities 

Conclusion 

In conclusion in recognising the weaknesses of the present planning application process, CPRW supports the majority of the recommendations of this report.

In so doing however we reiterate our previous view that the structural integrity of the current planning application process is essentially sound and we believe that the great majority of decisions which emerge from it are rational and a reasonable reflection of the aims of a sensible regulatory process. We do however believe that the document needs further refinement in a number of specific areas as suggested and we trust that our additional comments will help in this respect. 

Should there be any matters which require further clarification, I will gladly do so upon your request. In the meantime, I would be grateful for your acknowledgement of your receipt of these comments and in due course welcome sight of the final version of this report. 

Thanking you in anticpation 

Yours Sincerely, 
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Peter Ogden 

Director 
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