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Dear Heather and Phil, 
 
Review of how residents engage with Planning Committee meetings 

 
I am writing to ask how it might be possible to institute some changes to the way the 
council allows residents to be involved in decision-making, particularly at Planning 
Committee meetings. 
 
The committee has recently been renamed, but having been involved in controversial 
planning applications since I first got involved in campaigning in Camden, I don’t believe 
the process for allowing residents to take part has been changed since at least 
2002.[1,2] 
 
I vividly remember speaking at the Kings Cross Railwaylands hearing in the Town Hall in 
2006, where an extraordinary exception was made to allow the wide range of objectors 
with different issues to raise more than five minutes of speaking time. If I recall correctly 
a total of 15 minutes was given. 
 
As longstanding members of the committee, you will know better than me about other 
exceptions that have been made, but at almost every other planning committee I have 
attended, residents with objections have had to limit their views to a maximum of five 
minutes between them. This is incredibly difficult for residents without experience of 
public speaking, and especially difficult when groups of objectors split and share this 
time, often to cover different aspects of a problematic application. 
 
I am writing to you now because I have experience of two examples of better practice in 
similar planning matters, which I believe Camden can learn from in making some 
improvements.[3] 
 
First, I recently attended the hearing for the appeal of the Mansfield Bowling Club 
application, for which the Council refused permission in June. This was conducted in the 
Town Hall under the ‘informal hearing’ protocol from the Planning Inspectorate, and was 
a much better experience for residents in my view. 
 
At the beginning, the hearing was divided up by the Inspector into sections, so that 
different planning issues could be considered in turn. Groups of residents with different 
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perspectives and expertise on aspects of the proposal were able to follow up their written 
representations with short spoken presentations on these topics. 
 
Throughout the hearing, although the applicants and the council (as the principal parties 
in the appeal) spoke most often, residents were also able to put their hands up and 
allowed to make occasional additional points, for example to provide local evidence to 
support the council’s case and to challenge some of the assertions made by the 
applicants at appropriate times. 
 
I also noted that, even though feelings were high about the application, representatives 
from the community responded well to the fact they had a clearer role in these 
proceedings. They very much appreciated being able to counter points made by the 
applicant and they did so in a timely and succinct way. 
 
Overall, the different protocol made the whole process much more satisfying as a 
discussion of the planning issues at stake and, whatever the result when it comes back 
from the Inspector, I feel that residents’ views were given a very fair hearing.  I think 
Camden’s officers saw how valuable this was too, and it is a shame it was not webcast 
or recorded as I would recommend watching it to you if so. 
 
Secondly, in my professional life, I have also taken part in recent years in a number of 
hearings under the new examination processes for Nationally Significant Infrastructure 
Projects, instituted by the Planning Act 2008, which are also run by the Planning 
Inspectorate. 
 
In a similar way, this process seeks to identify through a written process what the 
principal planning issues are that might need discussion, and then holds meetings to 
consider each key issue in turn. The hearings follow an inquisitorial procedure led by the 
Examining Authority (one or more Planning Inspectors), which allows registered 
objectors to attend and argue on each issue in a relatively informal way. 
 
In taking part in these processes I have (as with the Mansfield case) been impressed by 
the ability of local communities to take part in a process that is not overly intimidating and 
to 'rise to the occasion' and give evidence and arguments clearly and not lengthily when 
issues are being discussed.  
 
Again, this process has felt to me far more satisfactory than the occasions when I have 
helped residents in Camden speak under time pressure in a presentation to the Planning 
Committee. 
 
In Camden, I know that a Working Group sat to review democratic processes in 2013, 
but that changes to the Planning Committee process were not part of its remit. I believe it 
is time to seek new ideas for how to hear contentious applications at these meetings, 
based on some of the new approaches being taken by the Planning Inspectorate, and 
possibly with their advice. 
 
I realise that the argument against changes might include that the officers’ report is 
intended to take account of and summarise resident concerns (including feedback 
received at Planning Forum meetings) but this is not always done in a sufficiently 
detailed way, and the ability to make their case in their own words when decisions are 
being made is important to residents. 
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I would therefore like to suggest that this is a good time to review the way residents can 
take part in Planning Committee proceedings.  
 
Initially, I would make the following suggestions: 
 

 That Planning Committee procedures be reformed to allow for more structured 
discussion of the key planning issues at stake in each application. 

 In order to help these key issues to be defined earlier in the process, Planning 
Forum meetings can be very useful and should be more explicitly chaired to 
establish these key points of difference. 

 In order to establish a better dialogue prior to the meeting, that in the written 
phase of consideration, applicants should have the views of any objectors 
summarised and put to them with the opportunity to respond in writing. 

 That in the case of applications where such a response has been received, 
comments should be reopened for further contributions from residents, with every 
objector notified by email. This would go further to help draw out and clarify the 
evidence on the most contentious issues. 

 During the meeting, the committee should consider each key planning issue in 
turn with the written evidence on both sides summarised. The lisy of key issues 
could be finally decided at Members’ Briefing and published along with the 
agenda for each meeting.  

 Short local resident representations (with additional experts if residents wish to 
include them) should be heard under each key issue rather than in a single 
deputation. Breaking the topics up in this way would mirror what happens with 
deputations at Council meetings, where each deputation on each topic is given a 
separate timeslot. 

 When each key issue is being considered, planning committee members should 
be positively encouraged to ask questions not just of officers,[4] but also of the 
applicant (and their representatives), the residents and any experts. Again this 
would mirror the procedure for deputations at Council meetings, where members 
are encouraged to ask questions which deputees can answer briefly. 

 The opportunity should be given throughout the meeting, including when 
members are making their determination, for objectors to raise their hands and 
contribute brief facts and evidence to support or refute key points if needed. Each 
contribution made in this way would be at the discretion of the chair. 

 Careful chairing and guidance for participants would be needed to ensure that 
each key issue was discussed constructively, that contributions were factual not 
just opinions, and that differences between participants on planning issues were 
identified but not repetitively rehearsed. 

 

I believe these changes to the meeting structure would do a lot to aid the committee in 
demonstrating a fair and open hearing for controversial applications. 
 
Looking at key issues in this way would also help the committee, at the end of its 
determinations, to explain more clearly reasons for refusal when needed, reducing the 
risk of appeal. 
 
I don’t believe such changes would unnecessarily extend the time needed for the 
committee to hear applications, and may in fact make things more efficient. Not many 
applications are very contentious, and the time taken to present the officers’ report, the 
document for which has already been read by participants, is often long and could be cut 
back. The inquisitorial phase of the meeting when committee members discuss the 



 4 

evidence can already take some time when applications are very controversial or 
decisions are difficult. 
 
The key differences and benefits would be: 

 that residents could contribute to the discussion at the most appropriate time for 
each issue 

 that residents with different issues to raise would not have to share a single 
presentation 

 that planning committee members would be more focused on considering each 
key issue in turn and would hear arguments over key points of difference in a 
more structured way. 

 

I hope you will consider these initial ideas from me and that you will look into finding 
ways to have a wider discussion of the issues I raise. Constitutionally, there seems to be 
no barrier to adapting the procedures for the meeting in this way if the committee agrees 
the changes.[1,2] 
 
I would be very happy to see a working group of some kind set up and to take part in any 
discussions or trial runs, and would also be keen to help seek examples from other 
boroughs and views from the community in Camden on their experiences of planning 
committee and other ideas for improvements. 
 
I would also be very happy to meet to discuss any of these points further with you. 
 
Yours sincerely  

 
 
Councillor Siân Berry 
Green Party, Highgate Ward    
 
Notes on the constitution and procedures 

 
1. The participation of deputees at meetings appears to be governed by the overall process for 
deputations as set out in the constitution part 4D, section 18, with five minutes being allowed and notice 
given at an appropriate time before the meeting.  
 
However, at Council meetings, deputees are not expected to share time if they are speaking on different 
issues, and at Council meetings and other committees, deputees can be asked to give further info by 
members and are not prevented from speaking outside their initial speech in the same way.  
 
I believe this means no specific change to the constitution would be needed as the rules on awarding 
separate or combined times to deputees and whether they can answer questions or further contribute are 
open to interpretation by different committees. 
 
 
2. The most recent changes to procedures seem to have been made in 2009, as per this note in the 
current Council meeting procedure rules: 
 

18. DEPUTATIONS TO COMMITTEES AND SUB-COMMITTEES 
 

a) Request in writing 2 days before the Meeting 
Except in the case of Licensing Panels where no deputations are permitted except in accordance 
with the agreed protocols (see part five of the Constitution) and that the Planning Committee shall 



 5 

determine its own process (to allow for a written statement or a deputation request, not both) to be 
submitted no later than 9.00 a.m. on the day before the meeting [1], a request for a deputation 
shall be in writing and shall be delivered so as to be received by the proper officer at least two 
clear days before the committee or sub-committee meeting. 

 
Note 1 says: 1. Development Control Committee – 25th June 2009 

 
From: http://democracy.camden.gov.uk/documents/s55113/Council%20Procedure%20Rules.pdf   
 
However, the documents from the 25 June 2009 DC meeting are not currently online so I have so far been 
unable to check what they say. A webpage is here but there are no docs available to show this meeting's 
papers: 
http://democracy.camden.gov.uk/CeListDocuments.aspx?CommitteeId=120&MeetingId=632&DF=25%2f0
6%2f2009&Ver=2  
 
 
3. The planning and licensing protocol states that processes can be reviewed on the basis of emerging 
examples of good practice, and these new processes from the Planning Inspectorate have only been 
widely used since 2009, after the last changes appear to have been made to deputation rules for the 
Planning Committee. 
 

Review of the protocol 
 

119.  The protocol will be regularly reviewed at key stages to take account of: 
- new planning legislation 
- changes to national codes of conduct 
- emerging examples of good practice. 

 
From: 
http://democracy.camden.gov.uk/documents/s55123/Planning%20and%20Licensing%20Protocols.pdf  
 
 
4. The procedures given on the Camden website currently state that members may ask questions only of 
officers during deliberation. However, it’s not clear that this process is written down anywhere in the 
constitution, and so could be amended by the committee to allow for questions to or contributions by 
deputees later in the meeting. 
 
This is what the website notes say: 
 

How are decisions taken at the meeting? 
 

Most items are dealt with as follows: 
 The Chair takes the item in the order listed on the agenda and announces the proposal; 

 The planning officer briefly introduces the item; 

 Deputation (if any) - five minutes; 

 Deputation response (if any) - five minutes; 

 Members may put questions to those who have spoken; 

 Members then debate the matter seeking to avoid repetition of issues already raised and 
will not hear any additional representations or comments, although they may seek 
clarification from officers; 

 When the Chair considers that there has been sufficient debate, he/she will call for a 
decision.  A vote will be taken on the recommendation in the report unless a motion has 
been moved by a Member of the Committee altering the recommendation; 

 Where the Committee decides not to follow officer recommendations, the Chair asks 
Members to identify specific reasons for this. 

 
From: http://www.camden.gov.uk/ccm/content/council-and-democracy/having-your-say/beyond-
meetings/planning-committee-deputations/?page=13  
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