Basingstoke & Deane Borough Council Statement of Community Involvement (December 2006)

INSPECTOR’S REPORT

Introduction

1.1 An independent examination of  Basingstoke & Deane Borough Council’s Statement of Community Involvement (SCI) has been carried out in accordance with Section 20 of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 (the Act), as applied by s18(4) of the Act.

1.2 Section 20(5) indicates the two purposes of the independent examination in parts (a) and (b). With regard to part (a) I am satisfied that the SCI satisfies the requirements of the relevant sections of the Act, in particular that its preparation has accorded with the Local Development Scheme as required by s19(1) of the Act.  

1.3 Part (b) is whether the SCI is sound. Following Paragraph 3.10 of Planning Policy Statement 12: Local Development Frameworks, the examination has been based on the 9 tests set out (see Appendix A). The starting point for the assessment is that the SCI is sound. Accordingly changes are made in this binding report only where there is clear need in the light of tests in PPS12.

1.4 A total of 21 representations were received, all of which have been considered. The Council proposed a number of amendments to the SCI in response to representations received and these have been taken into account in the preparation of this report. 
Test 1

2.1 The Council has undertaken the consultation required under Regulations 25, 26 and 28 of the Town and Country Planning (Local Development) (England) Regulations 2004.

2.2 This test is met. 
Test 2
3.1 Section 5 of the SCI acknowledges that the SCI is a way of delivering the aims of a number of Council strategies and plans including the Community Strategy, ‘Pride in our place’. The fifth point within Appendix 1 states that the Council works with the Local Strategic Partnership to make sure that the contents of the documents complement each other and to avoid the duplication of consultation exercises. The SCI also makes reference to other community strategies (Appendix 1), such as the Community Engagement Strategy and Paragraph 5.2 states that consideration will be given to how these will be linked in terms of objectives and consultation.  
3.2 This test is met.

Test 3

4.1 The Council has set out in Appendix 5 of the SCI those groups which will be consulted. This list includes the statutory bodies from PPS12 Annex E. It is stated in Paragraph 6.1 and Appendix 5 of the SCI that the Council holds a database of consultee details and that this will be updated as necessary. In response to a representation received on the submission document the Council proposes an amendment to Paragraph 6.1 to clarify how an individual or organisation can be added to this database and I recommend that the following change to the SCI be implemented.
(R1)
Add the following text to the third bullet point of Paragraph 6.1: 
“We continually update this database to include all parties who have expressed an interest in being kept informed of future relevant documents. Should you wish to have your contact details added to our database to receive updates on the LDF, please contact the Forward Planning Team on (01256) 845796, e-mail LDF@basingstoke.gov.uk or by writing to us at the Civic Offices, London Road, Basingstoke, RG21 4AH. Should you wish to have your contact details removed, please contact us accordingly”

4.2
The re-organisation of certain consultation bodies, such as the Strategic Rail Authority, should be acknowledged in the SCI and I recommend an additional sentence be added to this effect.
(R2)
Insert the following to the beginning of Appendix 5:

"Please note, this list is not exhaustive and also relates to successor bodies where re-organisations occur."
Also, remove the reference to the Strategic Rail Authority and replace with Department for Transport (Rail).

Additionally, amend the bullet point in Appendix 5 that refers to ‘Relevant sewerage and water undertakers’ to read as follows:

“Relevant sewerage and water undertakers, including Thames Water, Southern Water and South East Water.”
4.3

Subject to the recommendations above, this test is met.

Test 4
5.1 Sections 7 – 9 of the SCI show that the Council will involve and inform people from the early stages of Local Development Document (LDD) preparation and Appendix 7 sets out the range of methods the Council will employ to do this. The Council clarifies in Sections 7 -9 (read in conjunction with Section 6) the stages at which consultation will take place and who will be consulted at those stages. It shows that consultation will take place with the key stakeholders during the issues and options stage of Development Plan Document (DPD) production in accordance with Regulation 25. I am satisfied that providing these stages are followed the consultation proposed will be undertaken in a timely and accessible manner.
5.2 This test is met. 

Test 5

6.1 Appendix 7 of the SCI sets out the methods that the Council proposes to use to involve the community and stakeholders. These cover a variety of recognised consultation techniques that will present information via a range of different media. The Council acknowledges, in Appendix 7, the benefits and disadvantages of the different methods and indicate in Sections 8 -9 at what stages of LDD preparation the various methods might be employed. 
6.2 The SCI acknowledges, in the seventh bullet point of Paragraph 6.1, that the Council may have to provide extra support to facilitate consultation with certain groups or individuals and proposes (in Appendix 7) how they might do this. The tenth bullet point of Paragraph 6.1 explains how the Council will make their information accessible to all members of society in line with their emerging Comprehensive Equality Strategy. I do, however, have a recommendation to make so that it is clear that the Council will meet the requirements of the Race Relations Act 2000 and the Disability Discrimination Act 1995.
(R3)
Amend the tenth bullet point of Paragraph 6.1 to read:
6.3 “The Council will use its best endeavours to meet the requirements of the Race Relations Act 2000 and the Disability Discrimination Act 1995. Therefore, provision of all LDF documents will be made, on request, in alternative formats, (e.g. audio tape, translations into languages other than English, large print etc) in line with our Equality Statement and the emerging Comprehensive Equality Strategy.”
6.4 As a result of a representation received on the submission document the Council propose to add the following to the inside front cover of the SCI. This is a suitable addition which I recommend be inserted into the SCI.

(R4)
Insert to the inside front cover of the SCI the following:

“If you wish to obtain copies of the SCI in alternative formats please contact the Borough Council on (01256) 844844 or by e-mailing info@basingstoke.gov.uk”
6.5 I am, however, satisfied that the methods of consultation proposed in the SCI are suitable for the intended audiences and for the different stages in LDD preparation.
6.6 Subject to the recommendations above, this test is met. 
Test 6
7.1 Section 14 of the SCI explains how the Council will seek to ensure that sufficient resources are put in place to achieve the scale of consultation envisaged. I am satisfied that the Council is alert to the resource implications of the SCI.  

7.2 This test is met.

Test 7

8.1 Although information on ‘feedback’ is given at various points throughout Sections 8 -9 the SCI would benefit from one clear statement in this regard. Hence I recommend as follows:

(R5)
Add the following to the beginning of Paragraph 8.13:

“At the end of each consultation period the Council proposes to prepare a report explaining how views have been considered and documents changed in light of the community involvement consultations. These reports will be made available at the Borough Council offices, on our website www.basingstoke.gov.uk and at libraries throughout the Borough.” 

8.2 Subject to the recommendation above, this test is met.

Test 8
9.1 Section 15 of the SCI explains that the Council continuously monitors and reviews all consultation documents and that the SCI will be formally reviewed as part of this process and reported on through the Annual Monitoring Report.

9.2 I am satisfied that the Council has mechanisms for reviewing the SCI and has identified potential triggers for the review of the SCI.
9.3 This test is met.

Test 9

10.1 Sections 10 – 13 read in conjunction with Appendices 8 – 11 of the SCI describe the Council’s policy for consultation on planning applications. Appendix 8 meets the minimum requirements and provides additional methods of consultation and also distinguishes between procedures appropriate to different types and scale of application. 
10.2 The SCI does not adequately deal with the question of how the results of consultation will be reported and how the results will be used to inform the decision making process and I recommend a change to rectify this.
(R6)
Insert the following to the end of Paragraph 13.2:

“The results of any such consultation will be reported and taken into account in decisions made by, and on behalf of, the Council.”
10.3 The SCI does not address the longer statutory time period for consultation that may be applicable in certain circumstances and I recommend a change to acknowledge this. 
(R7)
Insert the following after the fourth sentence of Paragraph 12.2:

“However, bodies such as Natural England will be allowed a longer period of time to comment on applications where this is prescribed by legislation.” 
10.4 Subject to the recommendations above, this test is met. 
Conclusions

11.1 The Council has set out in Appendix 6 of its Regulation 31 Statement a number of proposed changes to the SCI in response to representations received on the submission document. These suggested amendments do not affect the substance of the SCI but they do improve the clarity and transparency of the submission SCI.  I have previously agreed some of these proposed amendments and below I agree to the inclusion of the remainder.
(R8)
Amend Paragraph 12.4 to read as follows:

“All planning applications are placed on our website.  All borough councillors as well as town and parish councils are sent a weekly list of all planning applications received.  In addition, town and parish councils are also consulted on applications within their local area.  In some cases, there is a requirement for a notice to be placed in the local press.  Full details of the notification undertaken are provided in appendix 8, which also details how the notification actions exceed the Government’s requirements.”
(R9)
Amend Paragraph 13.3 to read as follows:

“A report is prepared by the Head of Planning and Transport which provides a summary of responses received from consultees, a full copy of any comments from the parish or town council and a summary of neighbour’s responses.  The report also provides the Head of Planning and Transport’s opinion as to the merits of the proposals and its acceptability or otherwise.  The report takes into account any additional consultation undertaken by the applicant or agents…”
(R10) Amend paragraph 9.4 by the addition of the following bullet point:

“Send all relevant documentation to GOSE and other statutory consultees.”

11.2 In order that the actual contents of the Local Development Framework are readily accessible the SCI should provide information that can direct readers to the Local Development Scheme. I therefore make the following recommendation: 

(R11) Add directly beneath the table in Paragraph 3.5 the following:

“For the latest version of the Local Development Scheme please visit our website www.basingstoke.gov.uk.”

11.3 The Council has provided a schedule of changes to the SCI to remove text that would become redundant once the document is adopted.

(R12) Implement the changes proposed in the schedule, given as Appendix B to this report.

11.4 In the event of any doubt, please note that I am content for such matters as any minor spelling, grammatical or factual matters to be amended by the Council, so long as this does not affect the substance of the SCI. 
11.5 Subject to the implementation of the recommendations set out in this Report, the Basingstoke & Deane Borough Council’s SCI (December 2006) is sound.
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