HORSHAM DISTRICT LOCAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK

Public Examinations

Core Strategy Public Examination

Feedback Session, Wednesday 4 October 2006
Present:

Alan Foster – Planning Inspector
David Vickery – Planning Inspector
Paul Rowley – Head of Strategic and Community Planning, Horsham District Council

Barbara Childs – LDF Project Manager, Horsham District Council

David Jenkins – Cabinet Member for Strategic Land–Use Planning, Horsham District Council

David Paine – Government Office for the South East
Helen Dayneswood – Broadbridge Heath Parish Council

Janet Aiden – Federation of Sussex Amenity Societies – North West Group

Steve Price – Countryside Properties
Rosa Clark – Countryside Properties

John Longhorn – Rydon Homes

Ian Painting – Barton Wilmore

Pauline Butcher – Programme Officer

Aim of feedback session
a) To gain reaction on how the Examination process had gone for parties involved

b) For the Inspectors to provide participants with feedback on how the process had gone from their perspective.
1. Optimum time scale between submission of DPD and hearing sessions

Officers from Horsham District Council felt that the period between submission and the examination hearing was useful in this instance (10 months), given that the Core Strategy was one of the first documents to go through the Examination process in the country, and that there was a steep learning curve for all involved as a result.  It was agreed that in future the period could be shortened as the new planning system ‘beds-in’. It was felt that a period of six to eight months is probably realistic depending on the nature of the document being examined, coupled with other external factors such as Council elections, summer and Christmas recesses.  It was also considered that the timescale will be affected by the number of documents being submitted; once the Core Strategy had been adopted it was anticipated that subsequent documents might realistically take 6 months from submission to the hearings.  Other parties also agreed that a 6 -8 month time frame would be achievable; too short a time scale could place undue pressure on Parish Councillors and ‘volunteers’ who often have full time jobs, but to lengthen the process considerably would result in a loss of momentum and focus. 

2. Submission of multiple DPDs

With the benefit of hindsight it was felt that the submission of other DPDs at the same time as the Core Strategy did cause some difficulties, as the Core Strategy needs to be finalised in order to inform fully the content of these other DPDs.  Notwithstanding this, the Council considered that there is a need to carry out a certain amount of work on more detailed matters more related to other DPDs, in order to provide the necessary evidence for the Core Strategy. This further information was also needed by Elected Members in order for them to understand the ‘bigger picture’ and the implications of the proposed approach.  
Following adoption of a Core Strategy, it was felt that multiple submission of DPDs would be acceptable, provided that they are prepared in accordance with identified priorities, and that not too many documents are published at once (a maximum of three), to avoid placing undue pressure on those wishing to make submissions.  
3. Inspectors’ Briefing Note

Generally, it was felt that the Inspectors’ Briefing note was helpful, for example for the private sector in informing clients.  It was however suggested that the note could have been a little more ‘blunt’, and that the differences between the former Local Plan Inquiry and the new Examination process more clearly highlighted.  It was stated that the introduction given by the Inspectors on the first day of the Examination Hearings was extremely helpful.  The Inspectors also stressed that the purpose of the Hearing was to concentrate on issues that they need to hear further about, and was not an opportunity to repeat a case already set out in representations.
4. Was a Pre Examination Meeting necessary?
The Pre Examination (or Hearings) Meeting was held 15 weeks before the first Hearing session to provide ample time for the preparation of Statements of Common Ground. It was agreed by all that a Pre Examination (or Hearings) Meeting was needed, although it was felt that in future it would be helpful, when possible, to hold the meeting closer to the opening of the Examination Hearings. 
It was suggested that the Pre Examination (Hearings) Meeting would be a good opportunity for the inspectors to emphasise how the Examination will work – e.g. evidence must be provided, not assertions.  They should also stress the need for all sides to work together during the Examination process on changes that could be made to a document whilst avoiding “death by a thousand cuts” that would render a DPD unsound.
Concern was raised that the nature and venue of the Pre Examination Meeting (the Theatre) could have been off-putting for some members of the public.  However the number of people wishing to attend the meeting meant that a large venue had to be booked, which meant that this issue was not easily resolvable.
5. Main Matters – Key Evidence

On submission of a DPD Inspectors have a great deal of work to do to get ‘up to speed’ with a document that a Council has been preparing for some time.  It was felt that the summary of representations is a useful way of familiarising themselves with the key issues. For this to be effective, the Inspectors felt that the summary needs to follow the approach taken by Horsham District Council in its Regulation 31 Statement, identifying key issues, rather than being a ‘blow by blow’ account of exactly who said what. 
In general it was felt that the main matters identified were a sufficient basis upon which to prepare statements for the Examination hearings, but it was recognised that this process would change in the future as all evidence must now be provided within the six week representation period following submission rather than at a later date.
Horsham District Council felt that people need to be aware that there is no longer the ability to track the outcome of individual representations, as it was key issues that were now examined.  Mr Painting felt that it was important that the Inspectors lead the discussions identifying what were important issues.  Mr Paine felt that an early view from Inspectors as to the soundness of the plan or key areas of concern, before the Hearing sessions commence, would assist in giving time for the parties involved to resolve any issues they can. The inspectors were concerned at the amount of time that the Planning Inspectorate would need to put in at an early stage on order to assist in this way. The role of the Government Office would be increasingly important in the immediate pre and post submission changes.
6. Statements of Common Ground

It was agreed that statements of common (or uncommon) ground are helpful in removing misunderstandings. It was highlighted that they need to be completed well in advance of the hearings, as this enables more focussed discussions and a better use of all parties time.  In the case of the Core Strategy Examination Horsham District Council was only approached to agree a very limited number of such statements, some of which were submitted at a very late stage. It was suggested that the need for Statements of Common Ground could be further emphasised by Inspectors. 

7. Examination Programme

All parties found that the Examination Programme of 3 weeks was just about manageable, but only because there were two Inspectors and some sessions finished early which enabled preparation time for future hearing sessions.  It was felt that in future, a period of two consecutive sitting weeks with 2 or 3 full day sessions, followed by a weeks break, would be much more manageable.  Many participants felt that there was a need to hear all sessions to get a good overview of the discussion and therefore a reduced programme would help.
Overall the room arrangements (i.e. the use of the Council Chamber / Committee Rooms) were felt to be good, although there is a need consider carefully the likely number of participants / spectators to ensure the room is large enough. Council’s should be prepared to re-arrange existing commitments where appropriate / necessary. 
8. Examination web site

It was agreed that the Council’s web site contained the relevant information needed for the examination, but navigating to the correct pages could sometimes be difficult.  HDC noted this issue and stated that they are currently working on redesigning the web-site to help avoid these problems in future.  It was suggested that a different set of pages for each of the documents, including the relevant background / examination information may assist.
9. Reference (Core) Documents

The Inspectors felt that too many reference documents had been identified, perhaps as a result of predicting participants requirements, and that this could be shortened in future.  It was suggested that the best way to identify Reference (or Core) Documents would be for the Council to include only the documents it knew it would be relying on for evidence, identifying only the most up-to date documents and not early drafts.  If further documents were required by other parties these could then be added to the document list.

10. Soundness Tests

The general view was that tests of soundness were difficult for communities / public to understand and therefore to use when making representations.  On the other hand professionals found that they were helpful in providing a focus when responding to representations.  It was however stated that it was important not to become so fixed on the different tests of soundness that the bigger picture was lost.  Policies need to be looked at ‘in-the-round’ with the tests of soundness used to help inform an Inspector’s decision.  It was felt by a number of the group that they should be used more as a check list.

The Inspectors raised a concern that the examination process only allowed for a document to be ‘sound’ or ‘unsound’ and that there was little opportunity to ‘add value’ to a plan through the discussions taking place.  A DPD could be found unsound by the absence of policies or detail, or by lack of evidence to support policies.
11. Council’s and Participants’ Statements
It was felt that a 3000 word limit for statements was fair. However as all evidence will now have to be provided in the six week representation period following submission, word limits such as these are unlikely to be as applicable in the future. 

12. Hearing Agendas

The hearing agendas were felt to be extremely helpful, but they do need to be prepared a week in advance to allow adequate preparation time before the hearings.  Shortening the sitting periods to a maximum of two weeks would help Inspectors in preparing agendas to meet this timeframe.
The agendas were felt to have provided a good framework for discussion and they also provided a good indication of the Inspectors’ concerns. It was however accepted that some points / concerns would still need to be raised by Inspectors verbally rather than in written form.  It was suggested that it would be useful for Inspectors to give an indication of who might be expected to lead on a particular agenda item.  However, the point was made that the Inspectors are often only able to identify who out of several possible attendees would be best placed to lead on a point after they have met them. 

13. Hearing Sessions

Many points about the effectiveness of the hearing sessions have already been picked up under other agenda items.  Additional points that were raised included agreement that the level of control from the Inspectors seemed to be pitched correctly and that the hearings worked better than Local Plan Inquiries. 
The Inspectors felt that discussions ‘across the floor’ were disappointing and that such debate should be encouraged. The Inspectors were asked if they felt that there were opportunities for more adversarial discussions. The response was that whilst the Inspectors would have been happy to hear from legal teams as part of the hearing discussions, more adversarial discussions would not have assisted them further.  The development industry representatives felt that the new approach was far better and, if anything, more challenging on them than an adversarial approach where they are guided step-by-step through an issue.
One area of difference from Local Plan Inquiries is that the Inspectors invite those attending hearing sessions to contribute to the discussion on any point, no matter what their initial objection.  Experts could also be specifically invited to sessions if required, e.g. Environment Agency. It was noted that this can cause some problems for the Council as it can make it difficult to prepare for hearing sessions.  
14.  Council’s and Participants’ suggested Post-Hearing Changes

It was agreed that there needs to be an opportunity for the Council and Objectors to suggest and comment on post hearing changes. There is however a risk of ‘ping-pong’ with continual rebuttal of points. A deadline for comments / suggestions helps to minimise this problem.  There is also a need for all sides to learn to be ‘brave’ and not provide additional comments where they are aware that they have already made a point as part of their original evidence.  
15.  Lessons for future DPDs

DPDs should be as concise as possible with good links to monitoring indicators and the glossary.  It was suggested that at the submission stage supporting information could be contained in a background document/s rather than within the DPD itself.  It was also pointed out that the nature of Core Strategy documents means that they may need to be longer than other DPDs.  It was felt by Mrs Aiden that care needs to be taken over the use of words and terminology to ensure they are interpreted correctly.
16.  Lessons for future Examinations

The preceding discussions covered this agenda item.
17. Questions to the Inspectors

No further questions were asked of the Inspectors.
18. Any other Matters? 

Thanks was given to Pauline Butcher for her hard work during the Examination process to date. 
