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South Lakeland District Council 

Planning Committee 

26 October 2017 

Review of Public Participation in Planning Matters 

 

CHAIRMAN: Councillor Mary Wilson – Chairman of the Planning 
Committee 

REPORT FROM: Debbie Storr – Director Policy and Resources (Monitoring 
Officer) 

REPORT AUTHOR: Anthea Lowe – Solicitor to the Council 

WARDS: All  

FORWARD PLAN: Not applicable 

 

 

1.0 EXPECTED OUTCOME 

1.1 It is anticipated that Members of the Planning Committee review the scheme of public 
participation in planning matters.  In doing so, it is anticipated that the rules regarding 
public participation will be clearer to understand, be fair and transparent for all parties 
involved in the planning process and be easy to administer.   

2.0 RECOMMENDATION 

2.1 It is recommended that Planning Committee:- 

(1) Notes the report; and 

(2) Subject to any changes proposed by Planning Committee, recommends 
to Council that the revised Planning Committee Public Participation 
Scheme, as attached at Appendix 1 to this report, be approved. 

3.0 BACKGROUND AND PROPOSALS 

3.1 This report has been brought before the Planning Committee following its deferral in 
August 2017.  No changes have been made to the report save for this paragraph 3.1.  
The item was deferred to allow those who had requested the review to be present for 
any debate. 

3.2 The public participation scheme used for Planning Committee meetings was last 
reviewed in May 2016.  The current scheme is attached as Appendix 1.  At the time 
that it was reviewed, some changes were proposed to reflect recommendations 
made by the Planning Advisory Service (“PAS”) following a Peer Review carried out 
in Autumn 2015.  The changes proposed as a result of that review were:- 

o To allow all interested parties the opportunity to address the Committee and 
in particular the applicant/agent who, at that time could only address the 
Committee in response to other participants; 
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o To provide clarification to speakers on what constitutes material planning 
grounds and, therefore, may be relevant to the Committee’s deliberations; 
and 

o To allow the Committee, through the Chairman, to ask clarification questions 
of any speakers. 

 At the same time that these changes were proposed, changes were made to the 
Planning Code of Conduct which resulted in members of Planning Committee being 
able to address the Committee on an item and then leave the Chamber whilst that 
item was debated and voted on.  This dispensation was granted by Standards 
Committee on 19 April 2016 and is subject to a review after it has been in place for 2 
years.  A review of this arrangement will be undertaken in due course.     

3.2 This review has been requested by some members of Planning Committee. The 
scheme, with proposed changes shown in red, is attached to this report as Appendix 
2.   As part of the review, a comparison exercise in relation to other authorities has 
been carried out.  The authorities used for this exercise were those that have been 
identified as SLDC’s comparator authorities by the Local Government Association 
(“LGA”).  The LGA regularly reviews the comparator authorities information that it 
uses to ensure a ‘best match’.  The comparators are decided by using data such as 
geographical size, functions, numbers of members, number of electorate per 
member, rurality and budget.   

3.3 The review has also looked at the schemes used by those authorities considered to 
be this Council’s ‘nearest neighbours’ by the Chartered Institute of Public Finance 
and Accountancy.  Attached as Appendix 3 is a list of the information obtained in 
relation to both the LGA comparator authorities and the CIPFA nearest neighbour 
authorities. 

3.4 It is recognised that there is a need for members of the public to be involved in the 
planning process and to have the opportunity to express a view in relation to an 
application.  However, there is also a need to ensure that planning committee 
operates efficiently and that Members are able to be fully committed to the process 
whilst still being able to balance a number of competing (and equally important) 
priorities.   

 Summary of current scheme 

3.5 Currently, the scheme allows unlimited numbers of people (both objectors to an 
application and supporters) to speak on any agenda item or matter referred to in the 
enforcement report.  Each speaker is allowed up to 3 minutes to make their 
representations; this can be extended at the discretion of the Chair. 

3.6 Town Councillors and District Councillors are permitted to speak on an agenda item 
or a matter contained in the enforcement report.  Again, they each have 3 minutes in 
which to address the Committee which can be extended at the discretion of the 
Chair. 

3.7 Any person who wishes to speak is required to register to do so; this can be done up 
until the meeting opens.   

3.8 Any person speaking on behalf of a group is required to provide signed authority from 
those they are representing confirming that they have authority to speak on their 
behalf; this does not apply to agents speaking on behalf of any party. 

 Proposed changes and rationale 

3.9 The comparator information suggests that, of the 17 comparator authorities, 13 of 
them limit the number of speakers who can address the committee.  This limit on 
numbers tends to be specified as a limited number of objectors and an equal number 
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of supporters entitled to speak with 8 of those limiting speakers to one objector/agent 
and one supporter/applicant/agent. 

3.10 It is recommended that the number of speakers to address Planning Committee at 
South Lakeland District Council is also limited to one objector and one supporter 
(with preference being given to the applicant/agent), one Ward Member and one 
Town/Parish Councillor.  In doing so, it is likely that those who attend to address the 
Committee would not be required to commit an entire day and there would be less 
need for the order of the agenda to be altered.    At a recent committee meeting, 
there were 31 speakers registered across 7 items with 29 of them registered across 
5.  31 speakers requires at least 1 ½ hours (in reality, more when taking into account 
changing positions and clarification questions from Members).   The minutes of 
previous planning committee meetings indicate that, on the whole, most speakers 
raise the same planning grounds for objecting/supporting.   

3.11 Taking into account a short lunch break and some comfort breaks, some planning 
committee meetings last as long as 6 hours.  The number of speakers clearly has an 
effect on the length of a meeting.  Whilst for some people, being asked to return later 
in the day may not cause much inconvenience, for those who live in the further 
reaches of the District, this could mean a return journey of 1 ½ - 2 hours and then a 
choice to either remain in Kendal for several hours or go home simply to return later 
in the day.  Consequently, it is considered that being in a position to provide more 
certainty regarding the length of a likely meeting will result in improved equality in 
access to the committee (and openness of the process) as people are better able to 
plan for their attendance and participation. 

3.12 Most of the comparator authorities that limit speakers, also make provision to 
accommodate requests that exceed those limits.  This appears to be either an 
agreement that somebody can be nominated to speak on behalf of a group or that 
the allocated time is split between speakers in the same category; for example, if 2 
objectors wish to speak, the allocated time of 3 minutes would be split so that each 
received 1 ½ minutes in which to address the Committee.  If Members are minded to 
limit the number of objectors and supporters who can speak on an application, it is 
recommended that the public participation makes provision for allowing a 
spokesperson to be appointed on behalf of a category and, if a spokesperson cannot 
be agreed upon, that the time is split equally between each speaker in that category.   

3.13 At the moment, the Council requires signed authority from someone who has 
authorised an individual (other than an agent) to speak on their behalf.  Officers 
within Committee Services have observed that this presents difficulties for some who, 
when they register do not have adequate time to obtain written signatures from those 
that they represent.  This is even more apparent given that this authority permits 
people to register right up until the meeting opens.  Few of the comparator authorities 
require written confirmation that someone is permitted to speak on behalf of another; 
this may be because the numbers of objections or supporting statements is not a 
material planning ground and, therefore, no greater weight should be attributed to a 
material planning consideration raised by one person that a planning consideration 
raised by 100 people.   

3.14 In addition, SLDC does not require signed authority from a member of the public who 
has appointed a planning agent to speak on their behalf.  It therefore seems 
unreasonable to require it from those who are appointing a non-qualified person to 
speak on their behalf.  For these reasons, it is proposed that the requirement for 
signed authority is removed from the planning public participation scheme.   

3.15 Members may note that a couple of the comparator authorities allow different limits 
on the numbers of speakers dependent upon whether an application is a major or 
minor application.  This is not recommended as it is likely to be administratively 
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burdensome to manage such a task within the small team that deals with planning 
public participation.  It may also be difficult for some members of the public to 
recognise that ‘major’ has a specific meaning within the planning legislation when the 
speaker may consider that a proposed development has a major impact upon them. 

3.16 As set out above, any individual who wishes to speak at Planning Committee can 
register to do so right up until the moment the meeting commences.  This poses 
some difficulties, as follows:- 

o It is not possible to prepare a comprehensive list of speakers in advance of 
the meeting.  This has caused difficulties during very busy meetings when 
last-minute requests to speak have not been recorded on the Chair’s list of 
speakers.  This has led to frustrations on the part of those speakers who are 
not invited forward to address the Committee. 

o On the morning of each meeting, staff are required to attend the Chamber to 
direct members of the public to the appropriate location and to take down 
names of speakers.  During busy meetings, this requires 3 of the 4 staff within 
Committee Services to administer the process (one dealing with setting up 
the Chamber, one recording speakers and one directing other members of 
the public to the appropriate place). 

o When meetings are held in locations other than the Town Hall, this requires a 
large time commitment for officers to attend prior to the meeting to register 
any last-minute speakers. 

 It is therefore proposed to make amendments to the scheme so that anyone who 
 wishes to speak registers to do so by no later than 12pm on the second working day 
 prior to a meeting.  Ordinarily, this will mean that speakers will need to register by 
 12pm on the Tuesday before a Thursday meeting. 

3.17 Members will note that some comparator authorities will only allow speakers to 
 address the Committee if they have made a written representation on an agenda 
 item.  There is no proposal to incorporate such provisions into the public participation 
 scheme at this authority.  Likewise, whilst we ask if speakers wish to provide a copy 
 of their speech, it is not proposed that we require them to do so. 

3.18 Members will be aware that the public participation scheme provides that those who 
 have already spoken on a matter that is then deferred will not be able to speak again 
 unless the item has been significantly amended.  It is considered that the same 
 restrictions apply on those matters which are brought back to Committee by officers.  
 However, this is not clear in the public participation scheme and, for clarity, it is 
 proposed that this should be expressly included.  

 Summary of proposed changes 

3.19 In summary, the changes proposed are as follows:- 

o Require speakers to register by 12pm the second working day prior to the 
Committee meeting. 

o Limit the number of speakers to 1 objector, 1 supporter, Ward Member, 1 
Town/Parish Councillor and, should more than one of each category wish to 
speak,  to ask for a spokesperson to be appointed or for the allocated time to 
be split equally between them. 

o Remove the need for signed authority to allow someone to speak on behalf of 
a group. 

o Include reference to applications brought back to Committee by officers 
(rather than deferred items) with regards speakers only being able to address 
the Committee on ‘new’ information. 
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3.20 Some other minor amendments have been made for clarity such as making it clear 
 that an acknowledgment to a request to speak should be received, what information 
 will be required from someone registering to speak and the action that will be taken if 
 someone makes defamatory comments or interrupts the meeting.  In addition, a 
 sentence has been added to make it clear that anything submitted after the deadline 
 for Late Representations will not be taken into account at the Planning Committee. 

4.0 CONSULTATION 

4.1 There is no statutory duty to consult on the contents of the public participation 
scheme.  The Senior Management Team, senior officers of the Development 
Management Team and members of the Committee Services Team have been 
consulted upon the drafting of this report. 

5.0 ALTERNATIVE OPTIONS 

5.1 Not to recommend that Council approves the revised Planning Public Participation 
Scheme.  This is not recommended for the reasons set out in this report. 

5.2 To approve the revised Public Participation Scheme following further changes. A 
potential variation to the proposed scheme could involve allowing more speakers to 
address the Committee. 

6.0 LINKS TO COUNCIL PRIORITIES 

6.1 The Planning Public Participation Scheme links to the aim that the Council and its 
communities will enhance and protect our heritage and high quality environment. 

6.2 The proposals also support the delivery of the Council Plan values of ‘Excellence’ by 
seeking continuous improvement in what we do and ‘Open and Transparent’ by 
being courteous, efficient and transparent in our dealings with the public. 

7.0 IMPLICATIONS  

7.1 Financial and Resources 

7.1.1 There are no significant direct financial or resource implications as a result of the 
proposed amendments to the public participation scheme.  By amending the scheme 
in such a way as to potentially shorten the length of such meetings, savings may be 
achieved when the Council is required to accommodate Planning Committee 
meetings in locations other than the Town Hall. 

7.2 Human Resources 

7.2.1 The changes suggested in the report will result in reduce staffing being required to 
service the Committee, particularly in respect of registration of speakers.  Whilst this 
would not be significant enough to result in savings, it does impact upon the ability of 
officers to fulfil their role effectively. 

7.3 Legal 

7.3.1 There is no legal obligation to allow public participation at planning committees.  The 
Council has agreed a scheme which allows public participation at meetings and this 
forms part of the Council’s Constitution.   

7.4 Health, Social, Economic and Environmental 

7.4.1 There are no future health, social, economic or environmental impacts arising as a 
result of this report.  

7.5 Equality and Diversity 

7.5.1 It is considered that the proposed changes to the Planning Public Participation 
Scheme will have a neutral effect on equality and diversity.  The Scheme is open to 
all residents of South Lakeland. 
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 7.6 Risk 

Risk Consequence Controls required 

Operating a Public 
Participation Scheme 
which is not reviewed in 
light of operational 
experience. 

Inconsistencies and a lack 
of clarity within the 
Scheme would have an 
adverse impact on those 
wishing to put forward their 
views. 

Complications in 
administration of the 
Scheme may arise. 

An appropriate scheme 
should be in place and 
should be subject to 
regular review to ensure it 
remains fit for purpose. 

 

Staff will receive 
appropriate training in the 
operation of the scheme. 

 

CONTACT OFFICERS 

Report Author – Anthea Lowe, Solicitor to the Council. 01539 793305  
anthea.lowe@southlakeland.gov.uk 

 

APPENDICES ATTACHED TO THIS REPORT *(delete if no appendices attached) 

Appendix No.  

1 Current Planning Public Participation Scheme 

2 Revised Planning Public Participation Scheme (with amendments 
shown in red) 

3 Comparator Authorities information 
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