Hampshire Commission of Inquiry
Martin Hawthorne
Head of Planning (South)
WYG

Topic: Are public engagement, community support and environmental gain
essential ingredients to the delivery of sustainable future development?
The short answer is no they are not necessarily essential. It is clearly possible to
have a well designed and environmentally sound development that didn’t have public
engagement, community support or net environmental gain. However, in my experience
schemes that do have all three elements are not only far more likely to secure planning
permission but will also be much more likely to be well thought out schemes that will
deliver popular and sustainable future development.
In order to demonstrate this I will refer to a number of schemes where we undertook
extensive public engagement that led to community support and have produced good
quality sustainable development. I will then conclude by summarising the lessons that can
be learnt from these examples.

East Meon

This was a scheme for 20 houses which was in the AONB and
outside the settlement policy boundary. However, there was a
need for a football pitch causing a long running battle over a field
next to the village hall which was being both promoted for housing
and also wanted by the Parish for the football pitch. Acting for the
landowners we spoke to the Parish and the community about trying
to produce a scheme which met both parties’ aspirations. Initially
this was met with a fair amount of hostility by both the Parish and
the community. However, by persevering with ongoing meetings
and engagement we starting developing a dialogue.
We then reached a position where we came up with a scheme
which provided a new football pitch site, a MUGA, and changing
rooms as well as a new village green. We then reached a position
of “in principle” support but with outstanding concerns relating to the
quality of materials - the concern being that we might agree to use
high quality materials such as hand made clay tiles but, it would be
very difficult to prevent this being changed to machine made ones
via the planning process. We managed to get around this concern
by putting a covenant on the land to the affect that, notwithstanding
any planning permission, the materials could not be changed from
the specification we had agreed with the Parish Council without
their consent.
The scheme won an RTPI award and the village green hosts the
May fair each year. The scheme has matured into an attractive
part of the village. and it no features in Deisgn guies (sich as
Winchesters).
Lesson learnt: Perseverance is key on public engagement.
Properly consult with stakeholders and modify the proposals to
address their concerns. Be creative to overcome obstacles.

Drayton

This is a scheme for 73 dwellings in Vale of White Horse District
in Oxfordshire. The scheme also delivered the land for a new
recreation ground and pavilion and paid for the laying out of the
pitches.
This was a scheme for 73 units where the Parish Council took a
very active role. The settlement had been identified as a location
for additional housing and the Parish/Neighbourhood Plan Group
actively embraced the idea of development but as long as there
was joined up thinking between the sites to achieve an overall
sustainable solution for the community and village infrastructure.
For example, there were joint public meetings, liaison so that one
site might over-provide public open space but another site pay a
contribution in lieu so that this could be used to provide changing
rooms on the other site.
The attitudes of the Neighbourhood Plan Group and the Parish
Council was a breath of fresh air. There view was that they
recognised that the settlement had a number of needs; new open
market and affordable housing, new playing pitches and pavilion
and various highways improvements. There were three sites in the
village that they agreed to support but on the understanding that
all the developers would work together to achieve these shared
objectives. The resultant scheme was that our site provided the
land for the recreation ground and to laid out the pitches, but the
other schemes had to pay for the pavilion and more of the traffic
improvements.
This scheme was Highly Commended in the 2015 National Planning
Award for Stakeholder Engagement, recognising the collaborative
work between ourselves and the Neighbourhood Plan Group.

Broughton

This site in Test Valley had originally been promoted for circa
65 dwellings and this had not been well received by the Parish
Council. However, as with Drayton, there were issues in the village
that needed addressing; affordable housing need, car parking
required for both the primary school and doctor’s surgery, land for
expansion of the surgery and a need for a tennis court/MUGA. The
site was able to address all of these needs. However, initially it was
very hard work. This was principally due to the chair of the Parish
Council being unwilling to provide a lead and trying not to upset
both those in the village who didn’t want development and those
who wanted the issues addressing and recognising that this would
need some development to help pay for it. However, he resigned
and a much stronger and decisive chair was elected. The picture
was further complicated by the appearance of a number of rival
sites in the village.
The Council undertook a number of consultation exercises on
the various alternatives and we also held a “Planning by Design”
event. As a result of all this consultation the Parish decided that
our site was the best option. However, the Council was still split
and with elections coming the chair said all membersho were
standing for election should say whether they were for or against
the development. Of the sixteen people stood for the election - ten
favoured the scheme and six didn’t (including 4 existing councillors).
All ten of those pro the scheme were elected to the ten seats. This
obviously gave the Parish and chair a clear mandate. We then held
a series of meetings with them ahead of the planning application
process to shape the application to ensure it met all of their
requirements.
The scheme secured planning permission from TVBC with all ten
members of the Parish Council attending Planning Committee to
show their support for the scheme. This scheme won the 2016
National Planning Award for Stakeholder Engagement.
This scheme clearly had public engagement, community support
(eventually) and environmental gain (the site included two areas of
open space – one more formal with the MUGA and usable grass
area and also an ecological park area), so the site had all of the
essential ingredients for the delivery of sustainable development.
The new occupants of the site will also obviously contribute to the
sustainability of the village by supporting the existing facilities in the
village as well as providing new blood to help sustain local groups
such as the theatre group and village football team.

Stoneham

This site is a large urban extension to Eastleigh providing
some 1100 homes, primary school, community hub, retirement
accommodation and central park. Extensive public consultation
was undertaken on the site. One unusual feature was that part of
the site was in the ownership of Eastleigh Borough Council, though
the whole application was headed by our client the Highwood
Group. The scheme is currently under construction including some
147 open market private rented units which are being constructed
by Highwood on behalf of Aspect which is a housing delivery joint
venture owned by Eastleigh BC, Fareham BC and Vivid.
I am increasingly finding that LPAs are starting to involve
themselves in development. This has the twin advantages of
taking real measures in helping them deliver homes in their area
and to obviously contribute to the Government’s stated objective of
delivering 300,000 new homes per annum but also providing a far
better return to Council’s than leaving money in very low interest
accounts, or utilising Prudential borrowing to work with the private
sector to leverage a better return for both parties.

Knowle

This is a site for 200 houses and a new country park of nearly 40
hectares within Winchester. As with most of the above sites the
key has been early and extensive stakeholder engagement. Both
the Parish Council and local district councillors have been involved
throughout the process and we have undertaken three full public
exhibitions and community engagement projects. In particular it
needed councillors with the vision and confidence to look beyond a
narrow interpretation of planning policy to basically assess whether
what was being proposed was ”good planning” and would result
in a clear net benefit, compared to the current position. In this
particular case the Winchester Local Plan had a policy that, in their
mind, allowed for a small level of development in smaller but still
relatively sustainable communities to provide a community asset
eg 15-20 dwellings to fund delivery of a new village hall. However,
with Parish Council and local District Councillor backing, they are
supporting this much larger scheme as the level of benefits are far
greater than they envisaged when drafting the policy, and the strong
community support is clear.
For me the message is that planning needs to find ways to avoid
the “computer says no” mentality whilst ot undermining the plan
led system. Whatever a plan states, there will always be potential
circumstances where a proposal could be considered to be “a good
thing” and it is crucial that we have system that doesn’t throw away
these opportunities because it wasn’t in the planners thoughts when
the plan was produced.

Failures

The above examples are all clearly projects that have had a
successful outcome and in particular highlight the benefits of full
and proper stakeholder engagement. However, there are projects
where, despite us and our clients adopting the same approach, we
have come across local communities, politicians and planners who
have adopted “the computer says no” and “we don’t even want to
talk to you or meet you mentality”. Clearly, such attitudes should
not be the sole determinant of whether schemes are developed
or not. Consequently, planning policy needs to have a planning
balance element such that even if there is strong local resistance
(quite often a relatively small but vociferous group) it doesn’t
necessarily mean that an otherwise good proposal should be sunk.
One of the real problems of planning is determining what the
overall local view is of a proposal. In my experience it is always
the “anti” lobby who are motivated to object to a proposal. It is a
real challenge to get those who, when asked, would say they are
supportive to actually submit anything to the Planning Authority.
Consequently, when applications are reported it looks as though
there is significant majority against a proposal whereas the reality is
that there are lots of neutrals or supporters - but these people have
not felt sufficiently motivated to engage in the process.

Summary

Despite the above comments, in my experience there has been a
marked and welcome shift in the willingness of local politicians and
communities to engage in and be open to working with planning
consultants and developers to shape and mould schemes to create
high quality and sustainable development. Anything the County
Council can do assist this process is to be welcomed.
Additionally, the Council should look to lead this process to use its
resources (both land and money, including access to low interest
funds) to work with developers to help meet Government objectives
and to create a better and more sustainable future for Hampshire.

