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Abstract

Neighbourhood planning (NP) as enabled by the 2011 Localism Act in England has precipitated
a considerable literature discussing its potential, limitations, and likely shortcomings referenced
against government rhetoric and the reporting of initial experiences of the process. This paper
provides an overview of the current literature on neighbourhood planning and sets out how it
has been received and practiced across England drawing on empirical evidence. The extent of
take-up and the experience of those involved first five years of neighbourhood planning and to
consider how community-led planning may be designed and used following operational
principles of inclusivity, capacity-building and adding value.
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Introduction

In November 2011 the Localism Act reached the statute book. One of the main features of the
legislation was the creation of neighbourhood planning (NP) and the associated neighbourhood
planning regulations as confirmed in 2012, which allow for communities to produce a
Neighbourhood Development Plan (NDP). This new element of the English planning system
was intended to enable local residents to formulate their own statutory land use planning
policies. The formulation set out in the Act focuses on the neighbourhood as a new locus for
deliberation and decision-making in statutory planning in England. Designed as part of an
experiment in decentralising planning, NP was badged as part of the then Coalition
government’s localism agenda. This presented local communities and their partners with a

challenge to integrate both national and local priorities and policy with their own



neighbourhood scale vision. Neighbourhood planning was described by Government as
providing:
‘...communities direct power to develop a shared vision for their neighbourhood and
deliver the sustainable development they need. Parishes and neighbourhood forums
can use neighbourhood planning to set policies through neighbourhood plans to
determine decisions on planning applications... Neighbourhood planning provides a

powerful set of tools for local people to ensure that they get the right types of
development for their community’ (DCLG, 2012a: para. 183).

Thus exploration here of how neighbourhoods and others have actually responded to the UK
government’s localism agenda via neighbourhood planning in England in the period 2011-2016
is important as it feeds empirical evidence of practice into debates over the role and impact of

neighbourhood planning as well as helping to inform further work.

Localism and Neighbourhood Planning in Overview

Neighbourhood planning has received considerable attention from the academic and
professional practice communities and continues to divide opinion, stimulate discussion and
generate critique. While the political and theoretical implications of NP are clearly important
to understand and reflect upon, this paper does not explore all of the issues and potentials raised
relating to neighbourhood planning. Many have been highlighted in the literature, for example;
Brownill and Bradley (2017) in discussing the social purposes of NP; Davoudi and Madanipour
(2015) on its ideological credentials; Wills (2016) discussing questions of urban governance;

and Bradley and Sparling (2017) and Bailey (2017) on the impact on housebuilding.

Neighbourhood planning was founded on the presumption by government that local people
have sufficient interest in planning to invest their time and energy. Moreover, to do so over a
sustained period. At the time of its launch governmental rhetoric surrounding NP appeared to
downplay asymmetries of knowledge and capacity, or other differences existing one
neighbourhood to another. Instead a uniform view of neighbourhood propensities was apparent.
Thus, sitting alongside assumptions relating to willingness and capacity, there is a further
assumption; that the designated neighbourhood areas will be homogeneous and reflect bounded
spatial units containing like-minded people and stable populations (Davoudi and Madanipour,
2013). The conditions and capacities existing across the thousands of very different
‘neighbourhoods’ in England, provide just some of the cleavages likely to affect engagement

with this planning tool (Parker and Murray, 2012; Swyngedouw, 2005; Bailey and Pill, 2015).



A final assumption is that people are willing to interact to achieve public good outcomes
(Bailey and Pill, 2015) and that self-interest will be set aside to develop outcomes that serve a
wider interest. This disregards wider structural processes that may disrupt such assumptions,
including issues of lack of trust in the system (e.g. Menzel, et al., 2013). Davoudi and Cowie
(2013) claim that the self-selective nature of NP groups may result in the favouring of better
educated, well-off and more vocal social groups who have the time, capacity and inclination to
engage. They have also expressed concern about the legitimacy of unelected bodies acting on
behalf of the wider community; especially as they define who they represent by proposing the
extent of neighbourhood area. The terms of engagement set out by government act to shape the
level of burdens shouldered by participants and concern about motives, ability, range and likely
unevenness of take-up have been voiced (see Davoudi and Madanipour, 2013; Gunn et al.,
2015; Parker, et al., 2015). This provides a stark contrast to the rhetoric generated by
government who aspired to use neighbourhood planning as an important element in making

planning more creative, accessible and inclusive (DCLG, 2012a: pi-ii).

Equally the capacity and willingness of Local Authorities (LAS) is another variable and their
response to date, given their statutory role as partners in neighbourhood planning, has been
mixed with more positive authorities and less supportive ones — which also influences the
neighbourhood experience (Healey, 2015; Parker and Salter, 2016). A final issue that has
emerged has related to the position and status of NDPs in a planning system that is in almost
constant flux; with local plans variously being absent, emerging, requiring updating or being
challenged. Parker et al. (2015: p534) identify the need to reflect on the uncertainty that this

brings for those involved in producing NDPs.

Within this set of issues the paper focusses on the take-up of neighbourhood planning by
communities over the first five years of its operation to inform practice debate. The actual
response by communities is reported here based on a compilation of secondary material and
some primary data on the take-up and characteristics of neighbourhood plan areas designated
by October 2016. Key characteristics of the designated areas were recorded including the type
of qualifying body, date of designation, geographic region (including the name of the LPA) and
the status of the Local Plan. In order to analyse the socio-economic profile of those engaged in
neighbourhood planning the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) 2015 and the Rural Urban
Use Classification (RULC) 2011, at the LPA level, was overlaid onto all designated areas. To
provide a more detailed analysis IMD and RULC was analysed for the designated
neighbourhood areas that had passed referendum by the end of October 2016 (for IMD this was
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based on the average quintile for the LSOA which make up the area boundary). All of the
datasets drawn upon are in the public domain. Having provided a detailed overview of take-up
we conclude by considering the credentials and outcomes of NP and reflect on the inclusivity,

capacity-building potentials and the added value that NDPs can offer.

Neighbourhood planning: the process and the response

Neighbourhood planning is voluntarily embarked upon, is non-mandatory and as such it is an
‘invited space’ of participation; one that is designed by government and bounded with a limited
scope or freedom for participants (Cockburn, 1977; Gaventa, 2004; Parker, et al., 2015). It relies
on the motivation and organising capacities found within a neighbourhood in order to
effectively respond. A number of restraints or ‘boundary conditions’ set the parameters within
which groups can operate (Bradley, 2015). A NDP becomes a statutory planning document
following a successful referendum and a number of prescribed legislative steps and stages
precede this (see Locality, 2016; Smith, 2014; Brownill and Bradley, 2017).

The Take-Up of Neighbourhood Planning

Governmental assumptions about (inclusive) voluntary take-up have been questioned. This is
based partly on the experience of participatory opportunities in the past, and given known
variation in capacity and specific issues found across localities. Furthermore, the most
organised and articulate i.e. those able to mobilise and draw on networks of social capital, were
likely to be most able to manipulate the new environment to serve their own ends. Given the
questions outlined above the way in which neighbourhood planning has actually been taken-up
five years after its introduction is outlined here. This provides an empirical perspective on the
first period of neighbourhood planning on the ground including the socio-economic status of

active neighbourhood planning areas.

Clearly neighbourhood planning has been difficult for some communities to grapple with as
Gunn et al (2015) highlight, and as discussed in Parker, et al. (2014; 2015). However 1908
neighbourhoods had embarked on neighbourhood planning by the end of October 2016. It was
envisaged that unevenness of take-up and possible inequitable outcomes could well result from
the design of neighbourhood planning and the untargeted first-come, first served approach to

support offered by central government.



The Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) Select Committee Report
on the effectiveness of the 2012 National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), raised a number
of points about neighbourhood planning in these regards (House of Commons, 2014). They
were strongly supported in principle but it was recognised that they should not become the
preserve of the middle classes or of the rural middle class — given that the early wave of
neighbourhood planning activity had been dominated by rural (parished) areas (Turley, 2014;
Parker. et al., 2014; Parker and Salter, 2016). These dynamics are considered below in reference
to time taken to progress NDPs, take-up geographically, characteristics of the groups

developing the Plan and through a consideration of Plan content.

Time Taken to Produce a Neighbourhood Plan

The actual and estimated take-up of neighbourhood planning shown in Figure 1 from Spring
2013 onwards, shows the first periods of take-up to be largely as DCLG had estimated. The
take-up year on year shows that while many initiated the neighbourhood planning process, far

fewer had progressed to the final stages (i.e. referendum).

Figure 1: Estimated and Actual Take-up of Neighbourhood Planning Areas (2011-2016)

Ninety-two neighbourhoods had successfully progressed to the referendum stage by Winter
2015 with this rising to 130 by the end of January 2016 and 245 by Autumn 2016. Overall the
progress to referendum has been much slower than anticipated, with the time taken to complete
(i.e. referendum stage) going well beyond two years in many cases. Indeed, the average
(median) time was 29 months. Most of the plans which took less time were led by parishes,
and of the 11 plans that took less than 18 months to complete all but one were Frontrunners that
had received significant external support. This highlights that NDPs have taken longer than
Parish Plans / Community-led Plans (see Parker and Murray, 2012). Ironically the ‘light touch’
approach that has been advocated by government for neighbourhood planning may have acted
to create a degree of confusion rather than enable or expedite progress. The reported difficulties
of neighbourhood planning (e.g. Parker, et al. 2014; 2015) has also meant that urban and more
deprived communities have been slower to take-up or progress NDPs, or have been deterred by
the burdens involved (Gunn et al, 2015). Many groups asked for more support and clarity, which
has since prompted a modified approach to the support and advice available via DCLG. This
has included increased support for neighbourhood forums and those bringing forward plans in
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areas of deprivation alongside a number of measures to speed up and streamline the process.
Participants in the Parker et al. (2014) study also recognised time has to be taken to produce a
good quality NDP to ensure a successful examination and a plan robust enough to withstand

challenge by the development industry.

The Geography of Neighbourhood Planning Take-up

By October 2016 1908 neighbourhood areas had been formally designated and 245 plans had
passed the referendum stage (around 300 had passed the examination stage). Figure 2 shows
the take-up of neighbourhoods by region. This indicates a larger number of areas were active
in the South of England with the South East and South West regions accounting for 41% of
neighbourhood planning take-up overall. Take-up is lowest in the North of England and London
(which is entirely un-Parished bar a few new parishes). The number of neighbourhood plans
which passed referendum reflects the same North - South disparity. The only marked difference
is the higher prevalence of Plans that have passed referendum in the South East (representing

37% of the overall cohort).

Figure 2: Regional take-up of Neighbourhood Planning: designated areas by region
(October 2016)

It is worth noting that no projections or estimates were made about the spread and geographic
take-up of NP. The overall cohort shows a marked bias towards parished areas with only 166
areas designated by neighbourhood forums and only 20 Forum-led plans having passed
referendum (in both cases representing 9% of the overall cohort). Analysis of the urban / rural
classifications of the plans which had passed referendum by October 2016, based on the Lower
Super Output Area (RUC11), also shows a similar bias towards rural areas. Of the 245 plans 83
were produced in areas classified as Al, B1 and C1 (urban), 39 in D1/D2 (rural town), 85 in

E1/E2 (rural villages) and the remaining 38 in rural villages / rural towns.

As is clear from the above assessment the progress of Neighbourhood Forums, and to a lesser
extent rural areas, has been slow. While little primary research has been conducted it was clear
in the Parker et al. (2014) study that groups had found NP burdensome and these statistics tend
to correspond to concerns that many urban areas have faced extra hurdles in establishing

Forums and agreeing their neighbourhood boundary. While it is recognised that an NDP is not



necessarily a suitable tool for all areas this may be particularly true for many urban areas and
especially where the development market is weaker (Bradley and Haigh, 2015). There are
numerous groups who have reportedly stopped work on their NDP and some have opted to use
a different approach. North Shields Fish Quay in North Tyneside (a 4" quintile IMD area) was
a 2011 NP ‘Frontrunner’ who, after expending a lot of time working towards a NDP, instead
opted to formulate a supplementary planning document. Anecdotally other Forums and parishes
have slowed or become moribund for reasons intimated above, and in some cases have been
persuaded to wait for their local authority to adopt their local plan - in order to give them more
certainty about their policy locus, and perhaps in the hope of a more conducive support

environment.

However, in some urban areas there are signs of greater uptake and support — Leeds for example
had 35 neighbourhood planning areas active by Autumn 2016 and London as a whole had 73
Qualifying Bodies designated. Further work is needed to understand how some local authorities
are enabling and shaping neighbourhood planning in different ways and how some others

appear to be downplaying neighbourhood planning.

Diversity of Neighbourhood Planning Take-Up

As indicated above there have been concerns raised about how more deprived communities
may respond to neighbourhood planning given the experience of past engagement efforts. In
terms of the socio-economic profile of participating neighbourhood planning groups we have
set the cohort of 1908 designated NP areas against the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD), at
the LPA level, where the fifth quintile (Q5) is the most deprived and the first (Q1) the least
deprived areas. The distribution shows that 23% were ranked in the upper two IMD quintiles,
289 were in the fourth and only 142 in the fifth quintile (7.5%); leaving 77% in the lower three
quintiles (see Figure 3). This indicates that initial concerns about weaker uptake from

disadvantaged areas appears somewhat justified.

Take-up across all regions shows a reasonable spread (as in Figure 2), but the take-up in the
South East is markedly skewed towards less-deprived areas (see Figures 3 and 4). It is clear
that a more fine-grained examination is needed in order to consider the dynamics and issues

faced and way that such issues have been considered in each NP area.



Figure 3: Index of Multiple Deprivation Breakdown of Neighbourhood Planning
Qualifying Bodies at LA level (October 2016)

In terms of the 245 neighbourhoods that had passed the NP referendum by October 2016, these
were located in 96 local authority areas spread across the country. Figure 4 provides a more
fine-grain indication of their average IMD position based on the LSOA(s) of the designated
area. Only six of the neighbourhood areas to have passed referendum were in the 20% most-
deprived areas in England (Q5) and only 18 (7.3%) were in the 40% most-deprived areas (Q4
and Q5). The vast majority of plans (60.8%) have been produced by those in the 40% least-
deprived areas (Q1 and Q2).

The level of deprivation can and does vary considerably across a given neighbourhood area.
Indeed greater levels of variance across small spatial areas in built-up areas is likely and a more
fine-grain analysis of the types of communities taking up neighbourhood planning would yield
a clearer picture of the impact that NP is having in and for more deprived sections of the
population within all neighbourhoods. A further question remains about which groups or
interests in each neighbourhood benefit from the NDP policies and allocations and this will

require a case-by-case assessment including the dynamics of intra-community working.

Figure 4: Index of Multiple Deprivation Breakdown of Neighbourhood Planning Areas
who had passed the referendum (based on LSOA, October 2016)

When first introduced a traditional hierarchical approach to plan-making was assumed with
neighbourhood plans adding value and distinctiveness to areas with an up-to-date Local Plan in
place. However, due to the slow pace of Local Plan making in some areas, of the 245 NDPs
which passed referendum by the end of October 2016, 73 were in areas with no up-to-date Local
Plan (29%), a further 21 (9%) were produced in advance of the Local Plan. This leaves 151
areas (62%) having followed the traditional planning hierarchy sequence suggesting that some

areas were seeking to fill a policy gap.

Furthermore, based on a sample of 1888 designated neighbourhood planning areas (for which
information is available), only 274 neighbourhood areas were designated where the local
authority had a post-NPPF (2012) Local Plan in place. Of the sample a group of 476
communities had commenced work on their NDP in areas where the Local Plan pre-dated the
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NPPF (i.e. rendering it much weaker in policy terms) and a further 1138 areas were designated
in localities with no up-to-date Local Plan. This gives some indication of mixed take-up but

also how a majority were initiating NDPs without an extant Local Plan.

Further work is needed to understand the dynamics and process of neighbourhood plan
production in areas without a Local Plan and the implications that this may have on, for
example, the working relationship with the LPA, the time-taken to produce the plan, the
approach adopted by the group in gathering up-to-date evidence and any potential influence

NDPs could have on the emerging Local Plan.

Neighbourhood Plan Policy Content

We want to reflect on what NDP groups have been seeking to achieve in the policies and
allocations made in their Plans. While NDPs are not constrained in theory from including a
wide range of policies, government have seen neighbourhood planning as a tool to encourage
neighbourhoods to accept further development - particularly housing. In order to offer
flexibility and limit associated preparation burdens neighbourhoods are allowed to include as
few or as many land use policies as they deem appropriate. As a result the number of policies
contained in emerging neighbourhood plans varies considerably (DCLG, 2015; PAS, 2015;
Parker and Salter, 2016) and from 2 to 114 policies in our sample of neighbourhood plans that
had passed referendum up to October 2016 (n=245). Some have argued that the policy
orientation of those NDPs coming forward have appeared quite balanced with both
‘protectionist’ and pro-development policy present. However, there are several issues with this
interpretation. Most of the 120 Plans considered in the User Experience research (Parker et al,
2014), had policies on housing and over half had allocated sites for housing. When DCLG took
a snapshot in December 2015 they calculated that the average number of policies in NDPs stood
at 19 (DCLG, 2015) and confirmed that just over half of the NDPs had allocated sites for
housing and most (89%) had policies that addressed local housing — the ‘net additionality’
question. What remains unclear and somewhat hypothetical is what housing numbers would
have been facilitated in any case and therefore whether neighbourhood plans are actually
increasing net housing numbers. A small number of NDPs have sought to allocate more housing
units in their areas than the local plan identifies (for example Thame, Winsford, Broughton
Astley), and when DCLG scrutinised a small number of completed NDPs that had allocated
sites for housing they estimated that those neighbourhoods had ‘over allocated’ compared to
the local plan by around 10% (DCLG, 2015; DCLG, 2016). However, housing need remains a

moving target and in some cases, especially where NDPs are being produced in advance of an
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emerging Local Plan, housing policies may not be based on an up-to-date objective assessment

of housing need which may limit their longevity.

While a focus on housing numbers is warranted, attention should also be drawn to the type of
approach adopted (Bailey, 2017). It is argued that some NDPs have taken the opportunity to
advance socially and environmentally sustainable solutions, to prioritise identity, heritage and
protection and to ensure local housing needs are met. Thus NDPs are adopting a different way
of ‘doing’ planning with slightly more control over the type, mix and location of new
development which is different from the traditional and dominant model of housebuilding in
the UK.

Furthermore there are some emerging examples where NDPs have been innovative or otherwise
added value to communities (for example see; Bradley, Burnett and Sparling, 2017; PAS, 2015)
and a better understanding of how and why such innovation has been possible is needed. This
is made more pertinent given concerns about the susceptibility of NDPs to policy change and

how in turn this affects their value or resilience in planning decision-making.

Discussion and Conclusion: Navigating Neighbourhood Planning

Our review suggests that while there is interest and growing neighbourhood planning activity
it is still being met with caution. In terms of principles of inclusivity, capacity-building and
value-adding after five years; around 10% of the neighbourhoods who could have initiated a
neighbourhood plan had done so and across this group a mixed picture has formed. The majority
of those active are in parished areas, and while the spread across regions has become a little
more even over time, the number of Forums (urban areas) remains low and reported issues

relating to urban take-up are in line with the data presented here.

While the socio-economic profile of participating areas is predominately taken at local authority
scale, this does provide an indication of the affluence or deprivation of active areas and in turn
highlights how much is still to be done to address inclusivity and maximise on the capacity
building possibilities that neighbourhood planning may afford. The profile of the group of 245
post-referendum NDPs 245 shows a large majority of less-deprived areas who have managed
to complete the process and highlights a marked bias towards Plans produced in rural areas.
This is hardly surprising given the way that support money was organised until 2015 and
reflects concerns about the asymmetries of knowledge and capacity existing between

neighbourhoods.
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DCLG are now shifting towards encouraging greater peer-learning and support for
neighbourhood planning activity in response to the skewed take-up of neighbourhood planning.
Recent resource and support tweaks recognise a need to prioritise support, with some targeting
on ‘priority’ areas; including more deprived areas, neighbourhood forums and areas of growth.
Given the scale of modifications at examination (Parker et al., 2016) and other difficulties faced
by the first waves of neighbourhood planners there are questions still about the ability of (some)
neighbourhoods to produce successful Plans despite support. One response is emerging
guidance on examinations that may stiffen the process further (Parker, Salter and Hickman,
2016).

Thus scrutiny and assessment criteria for neighbourhood planning needs further attention. The
measures for assessing this planning experiment cannot only rest on the number of Plans
produced despite this has being the prime concern of Ministers. Beyond this quantitative
measure the aim of government has been to enable growth: do NDPs aid growth and identify
new sites i.e. meet a ‘net additionality’ criterion? Furthermore, do they engender localist
ownership, promote understanding of planning, feed into and improve local plan production?
This brings us closer to the question of whether this planning tool is likely to help address the
housing crisis? The answer based on evidence thus far suggests not; with even the most pro-
development examples of NDPs providing small net gains in housing allocation. This begs a
question about whether there is a need to rethink the NP approach more radically; perhaps to
link neighbourhood planning with other more strategic processes and incorporate this with local
plan making more overtly. These shifts have been discussed by Government in the Housing
White Paper (DCLG, 2017) which considered: measures to strengthen the role of
neighbourhood planning and includes proposals to enable groups to obtain a housing
requirement figure from their LPA; changes to national policy to highlight opportunities for
NDPs to identify and allocate suitable housing sites; and reducing the scope for NDPs to be
undermined by changing the way land supply for housing is assessed. There may also be merit
in NP support being more targeted to ensure that it is both beneficial and good quality (i.e.

robust in terms of process and product) and encouraged more in areas with specific needs.

Thus our review highlights that there are still clearly many questions still to be pursued about
the value of neighbourhood planning in its current manifestation, including the following:

e Who benefits from the neighbourhood plan and whose interests are represented in it?

e What value-added / net additionality are NDPs providing? i.e. beyond the local plan.

e What attitudes and support arrangements are local authorities exhibiting towards NP
and why?
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e What oversight and quality of process and organisation of the examination and
examiners are in place - given the way that NP examinations have operated thus far?

e What alternative tools are being used to engage communities and to plan locally where
NPs are not being taken up? And to what effect?

e How may neighbourhood planning be integrated into the wider planning system better
- in terms of the relationship with local plans and local plan processes.

Even if a broader cross-section of neighbourhoods do take up NP, it is still questionable whether
it is truly the best use of the energies of neighbourhoods, or whether they could be equally well
served as part of a project to instil planning as an important part of civics including, for example,
a wider emphasis on engagement processes and more direct input to local plan-making. The
outcomes to be derived from neighbourhood planning are also questionable given the unstable
nature of planning implementation, the shifting requirements for evidence and the relationship
with (changing) local plans. All of these issues may undermine the robustness of NDPs and
while further research will help establish a more refined picture of this experiment, our view
Is that a major rethink about how to actively mobilise wider inputs to plan-making is needed.
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Figure 1: Estimated and Actual Take-up of Neighbourhood Planning Areas (2011-2016)
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Note: based on DCLG, 2012a, successive ‘Neighbourhood Planning notes’ produced by
DCLG) and data collected by the authors.

Figure 2: Regional take-up of Neighbourhood Planning: designated areas by region (as at
October 2016)
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Figure 3: Index of Multiple Deprivation Breakdown of Neighbourhood Planning
Qualifying Bodies at LA level (October 2016)

Region IMD IMD IMD IMD IMD Totals
(Population) Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5

London 1 2 2 20 48 73
(8.174m)

South East 255 61 62 23 5 406
(8.635m)

South West 52 152 89 86 9 388
(5.289m)

West Midlands | 46 27 163 20 7 263
(5.602m)

East Midlands 63 106 47 26 12 254
(4.533m)

East of England 70 77 45 22 7 221
(5.847m)

Yorks & Humber 3 18 10 50 30 111
(5.284m)

North West 3 67 33 15 17 135
(7.052m)

North East 0 0 23 27 7 57
(2.597)

England 493 510 474 289 142 1908
(53.865m) (25.8%) | (26.7%) | (24.9%) | (15.1%) | (7.5%) (100%0)

(Note: based on 2015 IMD classifications and ONS 2013 population projections. Q1 = least
deprived / Q5 = most deprived)

Figure 4: Index of Multiple Deprivation Breakdown of Neighbourhood Planning Areas
who had passed the referendum (based on LSOA, October 2016)
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Index of Multiple Deprivation Breakdown of Neighbourhood Planning
Areas who had passed the referendum (based on LSOA, October 2016)
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