Commons Call to Protect Community Involvement in Planning 
20/10/06

Paul Truswell MP has urged the Government to ignore pleas from developers to reduce community involvement in local planning
Mr Truswell used an Adjournment Debate that he secured in the Commons to tell local government Minister Meg Munn MP that the debate was prompted by concerns arising from the interim report on the land use planning process produced by Kate Barker.

Following a hard-hitting speech, Ms Munn, said: “I assure my hon. Friend that, wherever possible, we want communities and individuals themselves to have control over the decisions that affect their lives and that, when they have a contribution to make and where they are part of the solution to problems, they are not held back. Better community involvement requires a change in the culture of planning.”
Mr Truswell said he had called the debate to reassert the importance of community involvement in planning.

 “In my experience of 25 years as both councillor and MP, the planning process has been the single most significant vehicle for local people's engagement in the local democratic process.

Mr Truswell said communities in his constituency were in continual conflict with planners and developers over excessive and overbearing housing and office developments in places like Guiseley, Yeadon, Horsforth and Pudsey. 
“It really disappoints me when people caricature local opposition to planning applications as Nimbyism,” he said.  “My constituents recognise the case for development, especially on derelict and redundant industrial sites. They do not want to see decaying eyesores on their doorsteps, but they want to ensure that there is some semblance of sustainability and sensitivity to their needs and to the problems and character of their neighbourhood. Such key considerations often get lost in the pursuit of profit.

“All too often, we see planning applications submitted at densities of up to 80 or 90 properties per hectare. In most cases, local opposition, in which I have been proud to be involved, has reduced that to 50 or less.

“If one asks businesses and developers, as Ms Barker did in her review, whether the planning process is an obstacle to enterprise, they are bound to say that it is. All regulations, whether health and safety measures, the minimum wage, anti-discrimination legislation or environmental protection requirements, to name but a few, are unpopular in certain quarters, but they need to be weighed in the balance.” 

“Developers or even planning officers point to a local station, for example, or the existence of a major road corridor with bus services, as evidence of good public transport links. The community, however, points to a station at which trains do not stop, because they are full as a result of lack of capacity and overcrowding at peak times. They point out that bus services have been reduced and become far less reliable in the 20 years since deregulation was introduced.”
He said that Statements of Community Involvement, required by the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004, often pay lip service to community requirements. There was “a crying need”—so far unmet—for an action plan in areas such as Guiseley, Horsforth and Pudsey, to be drawn up with the local community to address how the area can cope with substantial growth in new house building. 
“The 2004 Act allows for those action plans, but we have yet to see them emerge in the communities that I represent.

“All that adds up to one inescapable conclusion: the present system for community involvement in planning is limited. Even as it stands, it is not being used to its full potential, but to move away from what we have got—which may be what Barker recommends—would be a retrograde step that must be resisted.”
