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Abstract  

 

Neighbourhood planning is the newest and most local tier of the English planning 

system. Since its introduction in 2011 it has unarguably changed the complexion of 

the planning system across much of the country.   

Despite widespread take-up, the process divides opinion. Neighbourhood Forums; 

the community groups that lead the neighbourhood planning process in areas with 

no civic town or parish council, have been one of the most contentious elements of a 

regime that, for the first time, enables local people to write their own statutory land 

use planning policies.  

Through neighbourhood planning, Forums have enormous potential to bring about 

significant spatial and social changes. Over 200 Forums are now established, 

predominantly in urban areas, with around 2,400 town or parish councils leading the 

process in more rural areas.  

If full coverage of Forums was achieved, around 66% of the population would be 

covered by their influence. In this context, this study draws on evidence from the first 

ever wide-spread survey of Forum governance, analysis of previously unreleased 

data on Forum skills and deprivation and feedback from Forums themselves. It aims 

to test the undercurrent of concerns that Forums can’t be trusted by getting under 

the skin of how these groups are run and makes recommendations based on current 

practice to improve Forum governance at a time when many will be considering 

whether to seek formal ‘re-designation’ for a further five-year term.  

This study paints a broadly positive picture of Forums as new community groups that 

have got on with neighbourhood planning in a positive and collaborative way.  

Analysis suggest that that 54% of Forums have limited governance arrangements, 

32% have good governance arrangements with only 14% having poor governance 

arrangements.  

In contrast to common perceptions, areas with high levels deprivation are well 

represented amongst Forums, while Forums representing areas with low deprivation 

are more likely to have good governance arrangements.  

The study recommends that Forums should consider prioritising: 

• being more open about governance arrangements to be more transparent  

• removal of any mandatory membership fees to be more inclusive 

• engagement with elected councillors to be more accountable 

• digital engagement methods to be more democratic   

This study also recommends that Government should update planning practice 

guidance to clarify that Forum should not charge membership fees. 
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Why study Neighbourhood Forums? 

 

I’m interested in this topic as someone who has always enjoyed community 

initiatives. I chair my local Neighbourhood Forum (Ickenham in the London Borough 

of Hillingdon) and separately with my local Residents’ Association I have supported 

the community to contribute to the preparation of our Borough’s Local Plan.  

I have worked at the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government for 

several years, most recently in the Planning Directorate, where I have provided 

advice and support to communities and local planning authorities all over the country 

on various neighbourhood planning issues.  

My experiences with Neighbourhood Forums have largely been at odds with the 

often bleak picture painted of them by academics, so this study has given me the 

opportunity to test some of the assumptions about how these groups might operate. 
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1. Introduction 

 

 

1.1. Since the early 20th century professional town planners have been setting the 

rules for development in England. Towns and cities have grown, architectural 

styles have changed, living standards have improved, slums have been cleared 

and others created. Throughout, ‘the planners’ have played a crucial role by 

shaping future development through forward-looking development plan 

documents and by granting or refusing planning permissions.  

 

1.2. Legal requirements for planners to engage local people in the planning process 

were first meaningfully set out in the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act. 

Despite universal acknowledgement of the importance of this ‘community 

engagement’, various national and local government initiatives and reforms 

seem to have largely fallen short of delivering the kind of engagement that 

delivers, in theory, a multitude of direct and indirect positive social, economic 

and environmental benefits.    

  

1.3. In 2010, a radical change was proposed. The Conservative/ Liberal Democrat 

Coalition Agreement committed to implement planning reforms set out in the 

‘Open Source Planning Green Paper’. Those reforms formed part of the new 

Government’s ‘Localism’ agenda and centred on a radical devolution of power to 

‘fix’ a ‘broken’ planning system.  

 

1.4. To mark Royal Assent of the totemic 2011 Localism Act, the then Communities 

Secretary Eric Pickles wrote that the Act would: 

 

“…halt Whitehall's policy monopoly and hold over the levers of 

power…and give local people that raft of new rights and powers that 

they wanted for too long” (Conservative Home, 2011).  

 

1.5. Central to the Act were reforms to give local communities greater control over 

local decisions like housing and planning (Localism Act 2011) through the 

introduction of ‘neighbourhood planning’. For the first time, communities rather 

than planners could make the rules; allocate land for development, set design 

standards and protect treasured green spaces.  

 

1.6. Now, nearly 10 years on, neighbourhood planning is firmly established as a 

flagship Localism policy and enjoys widespread support. Over 2,600 

communities are involved, meaning over 14 million people live in a 

neighbourhood planning area. Over 830 areas have finished the process, which 

culminates in a formal referendum that gives the local community the final say 

over whether or not the plan ‘comes into force’ in their area as the starting point 

for determining future planning applications.  
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1.7. Leading areas include Cornwall, where 134 of 215 Parishes are engaged 

(Cornwall Council, 2019), Torbay, where four neighbourhood plans are in force 

covering the entire District and London where around 100 neighbourhood 

planning groups are established or emerging (Neighbourhood Planners.London, 

2019).   

 

1.8. Despite the clear popularity of the policy, various concerns and criticisms are 

regularly voiced. These typically focus around a perception that communities 

want to block all development rather than just blocking inappropriate 

development, a perception that neighbourhood planning is just a hobby for 

retired rich people and that the community groups that lead neighbourhood 

planning in urban areas are illegitimate and potentially untrustworthy.  

 

1.9. This study focusses on the third criticism by putting those urban neighbourhood 

planning groups (Neighbourhood Forums) under the spotlight.  

 

1.10. The law sets out that where no formal civic Town or Parish Council exists, 

neighbourhood planning must be led by a group called a Neighbourhood Forum 

(referred to as ‘Forums from now on). To be ‘designated’ and start the process, 

Forums must meet certain legal tests and requirements (these are set out in 

Appendix 1). But in the spirit of Localism, they are independent bodies free to 

establish their own ways of working. This operational flexibility and the lack of 

formal oversight once the Forum is designated are key elements of the criticisms 

levelled at both the theory and practice of Forums in academia and local and 

national Government (Davoudi, Gallent and Robinson, Dromey). 

 

1.11. Bearing in mind these concerns and the significant power and influence that 

Forums have today, this study critically assesses the processes that Forums 

around the country have put in place to govern themselves: their governance 

arrangements. Having good governance does not automatically make an 

organisation trustworthy, reliable, honest or truthful. However, this study asserts 

that good governance is a prerequisite for building trusting positive relationships 

with local people and interested parties. Without those relationships, Forums and 

the communities they represent will not reap the wide-ranging benefits that 

neighbourhood planning offers.  

 

1.12. The Neighbourhood Forums scrutinised in this study operate on a voluntary 

basis, but they have all been awarded public funding or resources to support the 

preparation of a neighbourhood plan so should be open to, and expect, public 

scrutiny.  
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1.13. The headline findings of this study are that 54% of Forums have limited 

governance arrangements, 32% have good governance arrangements and 14% 

having poor governance arrangements. 

 

1.14. This study considers also whether two key external factors: relative 

deprivation and skill levels, have an effect on Forum governance. It finds that 

areas with the highest levels of deprivation are well represented amongst 

Forums and that the Forums that represent less deprived areas have 

disproportionately good governance arrangements. 

 

1.15. Finally, this study also makes recommendations linked to its findings to 

improve Forum governance at a time when many Forums will be considering 

whether to seek formal ‘re-designation’ for a further five year term. 

 

 

2. Research Methodology  

 

 

2.1. This study aims to test the hypothesis that Neighbourhood Forums can’t be 

trusted. It draws on evidence from the first ever wide-spread survey of Forum 

governance, analysis of previously unreleased data on Forum skills and 

deprivation and feedback from Forums themselves. It aims to get under the skin 

of how these groups are run and makes recommendations based on current 

practice to improve the resilience of Forums at a time when many will be 

considering seeking re-designation for a further five-year term.  

 

2.2. This study does not provide a detailed assessment of governance arrangements 

of individual Forums. It does not intend to ‘name and shame’ groups.  

 

2.3. This study’s literature review focusses on key theoretical concepts relevant to 

neighbourhood planning, including community engagement and participation in 

local government and town planning, case studies relating to previous 

decentralisation initiatives in England and a review of literature published since 

2011 that specifically focuses on neighbourhood planning.  

 

2.4. Key concepts and issues identified in the literature review were used to inform 

the development of the conceptual framework at Figure 1 to assess Forum 

governance and the communication of governance.   
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Figure 1: Forum governance conceptual framework  

 

Online Forum Governance Survey 

 

2.5. The desk-based online Forum governance survey was designed to provide an 

objective review of the governance arrangements of around half of all the 

Forums in the country.  

 

2.6. The survey questions (set out in the conceptual framework at Figure 1) focus on 

whether Forums, through their websites, can answer simple governance 

questions.  

 

2.7. The survey questions were asked from the perspective of an interested local 

resident or business owner, an existing or prospective Forum member or any 

other interested party, potentially including local landowners, development site 

promoters or the local planning authority (LPA).  

 

2.8. Scoring highly on the survey does not mean that a Forum is trustworthy or well 

run. A low score does not mean that a Forum is untrustworthy or badly run. Such 

a characterisation could only be made with a more detailed review, including 

giving the Forum a right to reply to any perceived shortcomings.  

 

2.9. However, scoring highly does indicate that a Forum has a good governance 

framework in place, and a low score indicates that either a Forum does not have 

 

• Are there democratic     
structures so members can 
elect people to run the 
Forum? 

• Are minutes of Forum 
meetings available for 
anyone to find out what 
decisions have been taken 
and why? 

• Is it clear who leads the 
Forum? Is the constitution 
available for anyone to see 
how the Forum is run and 
how decisions are taken?

• Is membership of the Forum 
open? Are joining 
instructions clear and are 
contact details for the 
Forum available?

Inclusivity Accountability 

Democracy Transparency
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a good governance framework in place or is not good at communicating their 

governance framework. The latter would not be as bad as the former but would 

be likely to represent a failure to carry out the neighbourhood planning process 

in the collective, open and collaborative spirit in which it is intended to be carried 

out. 

 

2.10. To have achieved ‘designated’ status, all Forums must pass certain legal tests 

including having a constitution, a main point of contact and an ‘open’ 

membership (legal tests are set out at Appendix 1). However these requirements 

are unlikely to be widely known locally, hence why is important for this sort of 

information to be publicly displayed by Forums. 

 

2.11. The survey also identified a range of specific Forum governance policies and 

procedures. These policies and procedures were assessed and discussed with a 

peer review group of Forum representatives to consider whether they represent 

good practice.  

 

2.12. In March 2019 an information request was made to the Ministry of Housing, 

Communities and Local Government for information about Neighbourhood 

Forums that had received grant funding and/or technical consultancy support 

through the Government neighbourhood planning support programme. The 

following information was then received from Locality, who administer the 

national neighbourhood planning support contract on behalf of the Department:  

 

• Names of all Forums (and Prospective Forums) that had successfully applied 

for support via Government’s neighbourhood planning support programme 

(including grant funding and/or consultancy support) since April 2015 

• Date of application(s) for support 

• Forum LPA area 

• Forum skill level (self-reported by Forums as either low, medium or high) 

• Relative deprivation level of the Forum area (self-reported by Forums as one 

of five quintiles, with reference to 2015 Index of Multiple Deprivation data) 

• Information provided by the Forum about the outline of their plan  

• Information provided by the Forum about their organisational aims and 

arrangements 

 

2.13. Equivalent data was also requested for town and parish councils supported 

during the same period. The information dates from April 2015 to align with the 

start of the 2015-2018 support contract. Some of the information supplied relates 

the to the current (2018-2022) contract. Although support was provided before 

2015, the data point above started to be collected from 2015, so to avoid data 

compatibility issues, 2015 onwards data was the focus of the study. 
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2.14. The information received was provided by groups as part of the Locality’s 

assessment of whether certain qualifying eligibility criteria were met. Support is 

provided at the taxpayer’s expense, so various checks and balances are in 

place. Support is not unlimited and anti-fraud mechanisms are also required. 

Applications for support cannot be submitted to Locality without the individual 

submitting the application ticking an online form box to confirm that they are 

acting on behalf of, and with the agreement of the relevant Forum. No personal 

data was requested or provided. 

 

2.15. 504 records of successful support Forum applications were provided. Where 

more than one record for a particular Forum was provided, all but the most 

recent record was discarded to ensure the most up-to-date information was 

used.1,485 town or parish councils records were provided. These had already 

been sorted to ensure that only one record was provided for each council 

supported. 

 

2.16. ‘Plan outline’ and ‘organisation aims’ data was used to help identify which 

geographical area a Forum represented if the area was not referenced in the 

name of the Forum.  

 

2.17. 177 unique Forums were identified, across 84 English LPA areas (full list at 

Appendix 2). There are around 200 neighbourhood forums in total, so at least 23 

Forums did not successfully claim Government support via Locality since 2015. 

Some Forums had completed their plan by that point (Balsall Heath in 

Birmingham for instance) while others may have decided not to apply, others 

may have applied but been unsuccessful.  

 

2.18. 100 of the 177 Forums were identified to be surveyed for their governance 

arrangements. Given that there are around 200 Forums in total, a survey sample 

of 100 Forums provided both a manageable workload given the limited time 

available for the research and a sufficiently high proportion of the total number of 

Forums to give a reasonable level of certainty on the representativeness of any 

conclusions.  

 

2.19. Surveying all Forms would have provided more certainly on the 

representativeness of the findings, but sufficient time for such a study was not 

available and this study is not designed to be a definitive review.  

 

2.20. The survey did not take into account how well advanced Forums were in 

progressing their neighbourhood plan. Some groups surveyed were relatively 

new organisations – yet to be formally ‘designated’ as Forums. They received 

funding as ‘prospective Forums’.  
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2.21. One Forum within each of the 84 LPA areas identified was surveyed. This 

approach was taken because the study aims to assess as many different 

approaches to Forum governance as possible. Individual LPAs are responsible 

to both supporting Forums and for determining Forum applications, so Forums in 

as many LPA areas as possible were included to encompass as many LPA 

approaches as possible and provide a wide a geographical spread as possible. 

 

2.22. In 47 cases, only one Forum per area was present, so that Forum was 

surveyed. In 21 cases, where two Forums were present in an area, the Forum to 

survey to survey was chosen at random using Microsoft Excel. In the 16 areas 

with three or more Forums, two Forums were selected by considering which 

groups were most representative of the average relative deprivation level of all 

the Forums in that area. 

 

2.23. The survey was carried out between April and June 2019.  

 

2.24. 95 out of 100 expected surveys were completed. In two cases selected 

Forums had disbanded because a new Town Councils had been formed in their 

areas (legislation states that where a Town or Parish Council exist, they must the 

accountable ’qualifying’ body for neighbourhood planning). A further two selected 

Forums had given up work on their plan and a final selected Forum was 

discounted because it had been selected twice; having been awarded support 

under two different names, with both of these initially selected. 

 

2.25. The survey consisted of six specific yes or no answer questions about 

governance, with a time limit of six minutes per Forum for questions to be 

answered. A stopwatch was started once the website of the Forum was 

accessed and roughly one minute was allowed for consideration of whether each 

question was answered. If evidence to give an affirmative answer to any of the 

questions was not identified, a negative answer was recorded.  

 

2.26. In total twelve data points were collected for each selected Forum. These are 

set out in Figure 2 below. 

 

Figure 2: Neighbourhood Forum Governance Survey Data Points 

 

Background information Neighbourhood Forum Governance Survey 

Forum 

Name 

LPA Skill 

level 

Depri 

vation 

Web 

site 

Joining 

info 

Chair Consti 

tution 

Contact 

info 

Elec 

tions 

Minutes 

info 

Policies 

  L/M/H Quintile  Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N  
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2.27. Where six yeses were recorded, these Forums were assessed as have good 

governance arrangements.  

 

2.28. Where between 1 and 5 yeses were recorded, these Forums were assessed 

as having limited governance arrangements.  

 

2.29. Where no yeses were recorded, these Forums were assessed as having poor 

governance arrangements.  

 

2.30. Following the completion of the six minute survey, any Forum governance 

policies or procedures of note observed during the survey were recorded. These 

policies and procedures were then considered in the context of the legal tests 

that apply to the Forum designation process and given an indicative assessment 

of whether they represented good practice of not. The various legal tests are set 

out at Appendix A, accompanied by a commentary of their rationale and 

effectiveness.  

 

2.31. The indicative assessments were then discussed with an informal peer review 

workshop. Following the informal peer review process (more details on the 

process are below), each policy or procedure was categorised as one of the 

following:  

 

• good practice that other Forums might consider adopting (green) 

• bad practice that should be avoided (red), or  

• neither good or bad practice - just a different way of doing things (amber).  

 

Analysis of Forum skill level and relative deprivation  

2.32. A statistical analysis of self-reported Forum deprivation and skill levels was 

also carried out to consider the impact of these important external factors. This 

analysis was carried out using Microsoft Excel databases and pivot tables and 

used self-reported information on deprivation level and skill level provided by 

Forums and town and parish councils.  

 

2.33. Skill levels are based on the group’s assessment of the level of planning 

expertise available locally. There was no realistic desk-based way to test the 

accuracy of the skill level declarations made. The online form where groups input 

the information states:  

 

“If you have a qualified planner as part of your group then you have a 

high level of skills. If you have no planning expertise, then you will have 

a low skills level.” (Locality, 2019) 
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2.34. Groups may have assessed themselves with a lower skill rating to increase 

the chances that they would be awarded support, but this would have been 

unlikely as skill level was not a determining factor in the published eligibility 

criteria.  

 

2.35. The Locality guidance on deprivation self-assessment direct groups to the 

MHCLG / OpenStreetMap 2015 Multiple Depravation Index interactive map, with 

groups asked to indicate which quintile their area falls into. The interactive map 

groups used to make their assessment provides data for lower super output 

areas (LSOA); categorised by the Office of National Statistics as ‘neighbourhood 

level’. A neighbourhood planning area is likely to include more than one LSOAs 

either partially or wholly and each LSOA can have a different deprivation level. 

So, groups have to make a judgement about which quintile best represents their 

area, with the added complication that the maps refer to deciles rather than 

quintiles.  

 

2.36. This exercise is demonstrated below for a West London Forum, who’s 

boundary includes 13 full or partial LSOAs. The area was classified as in the 

least deprived quintile despite LSOAs 1, 8, 9,10, 11 and 12 falling in other 

quintiles because the vast majority of the population of the area live in the other 

LSOAs, which all fall within the least deprived quintile.  

Figure 3: Deprivation self-assessment for a neighbourhood planning group 

 

Source: OpenStreetMap / MHCLG (2019)  
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2.37. Five Forums and five town or parish council’s deprivation assessments were 

audited to provide some assurance that groups had provided an accurate 

deprivation assessment. The groups were chosen at random by excel, 

neighbourhood area maps from group or LPA websites were roughly transposed 

onto the interactive maps and in all cases the self-assessments seemed to have 

selected an appropriate quintile.  

 

2.38. Groups may have made mistakes in their assessments or deliberately 

provided false information to qualify for support. From 2015-2018 high 

deprivation entitled groups to apply for additional support. Given the result of the 

audit described above and the risks associated with submitting a false claim, the 

changes of groups submitting false returns seems unlikely. 

 

Informal peer review workshop 

2.39. Following a request to the Neighbourhood Planners London Network to share 

research findings and seek views on recommendations, an informal peer review 

workshop was organised on 27 July 2019 at Imperial College, London. The 

network is a voluntary initiative supporting neighbourhood planners in London 

and raising the profile of neighbourhood planning in the capital (Neighbourhood 

Planners London, 2019).  

 

2.40. The event was promoted online by the Network as a public event, with a free 

registration process operated on Eventbrite, as with previous Network events.   

 

2.41. The event was prompted with a notification that feedback from this session 

would be incorporated into a University of Westminster dissertation on Forum 

Governance and would help inform any recommendations made in that study. 

The same notification was displayed on a large screen at the start of the session 

and the matter was discussed at the start of the event along with an explanation 

that comments would not be directly attributed to individuals to promote a more 

lively debate and reduce administrative burdens.  

 

2.42. Around 50 people attended the session, with about 30 representing existing 

Forums, 10 representing prospective Forums and a further 10 interested parties.  

 

2.43. A brief introduction to the study was provided, along with some contextual 

information. Then followed a chaired 90-minute group discussion about the 

policies and procedures identified in the survey. Key points were noted down, 

incorporated into the consideration of the merits of the policies and procedures 

identified and taken into account when the study’s recommendation were 

decided. 
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3. Literature Review  

 

 

3.1. With over 14 million people now living in over 2,700 designated neighbourhood 

planning areas (MHCLG, 2019), it seems fair to suggest that the policy has been 

successful. However, academic opinion on the role, significance and overall 

benefit of neighbourhood planning is divided. This is perhaps unsurprisingly 

given how neighbourhood planning seems not to easily fit within the ideological 

traditions of English town planning theory.  

 

3.2. Traditionally town planning policies and initiatives are assessed through the 

methodology (or lens) of political ideology; pigeon-holed in accordance with 

which ever political party introduced them. Either Conservative (liberal, neo-

liberal, free-market, individualistic, regressive) or Labour (socialist, top-down, 

progressive). These divisions were especially pronounced under Margaret 

Thatcher’s 1980s Conservative Government, where the ‘death of planning’ was 

widely reflected in academia (Brindley et al, 2005), accompanied by the 

emergence of a widely held: 

 

“romantic notion of planning as if it were a uniquely social democratic,  

or even socialist, idea. (Brindley et al, 2005, p1) 

 

3.3. As a policy introduced by a Conservative / Liberal Democrat Coalition 

Government, the influence of the Lib Dems may go some way to explaining 

neighbourhood planning’s identity crisis. 

 

3.4. This literature review begins by identifying the key issues of contention that have 

been observed specifically in relation to the English neighbourhood planning 

model since its introduction by the Localism Act 2011, focussing mainly on its 

operation in unparished (largely urban) areas. It then takes an archaeological 

approach to analyse these issues in the context of established relevant 

conceptual narratives, around community engagement and power structures. 

That analysis supports the development of a conceptual framework, which 

underpins this study’s measurement of neighbourhood planning governance in 

urban areas.  

 

Neighbourhood Planning since the Localism Act 2011 

3.5. The early 2010 Conservative Party Green Paper on planning reforms ‘Open 

Source Planning’ is widely cited as the document which first articulated the 

neighbourhood planning policy introduced through the Localism Act 2011.  The 

paper set out that a more bottom-up open and collaborative approach would help 

to fix the broken town planning system (Conservative Party, 2010). It made the 
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case for more power and more responsibility for neighbourhoods; a term defined 

as villages, towns, estates, wards or other relevant local areas (ibid, p2), with 

clear incentives available for communities that plan for growth.  

 

3.6. Not all the proposals in the Green Paper were taken forward, for example the 

scaling back of the processes for appealing against the refusal of planning 

permission and the examination of Local (District or Borough) Plans by 

independent inspectors. Many others, however, were implemented by various 

routes including through the new simplified national planning policy framework 

document in the case of the ‘presumption in favour of sustainable development’ 

or through the 2011 Localism Act in the case of the ‘open source’ concept, that 

would morph into neighbourhood planning.  

 

3.7. Rather that a blueprint for neighbourhood planning, Open Source Planning 

represented more of a primordial soup from which the policy emerged. 

Neighbourhood planning’s two unique selling points (strong legal status and a 

community referendum) were conspicuous by their absence.  

 

3.8. Nor did Open Source Planning come up with the name. It is not clear where the 

name ‘neighbourhood planning’ originated in this context. Certainly some 

elements of the policy are more unique that others. Sir Oliver Letwin MP was the 

first to use the phrase in Parliament, when in January 2011 in a debate on the 

Big Society, he said:  

 

“The Localism Bill that we are bringing before the House has a huge 

effect on building social capital, and it does it by empowering people to 

make decisions about really important things such as their 

neighbourhood planning” (Letwin, 2010). 

 

3.9. The Localism Act 2011 sets out that neighbourhood plans can be written by 

established town or parish councils. Although giving the power to create a 

statutory planning document to town or parish councils was a significant step, it 

could be argued to be a natural progression. There are around 10,000 such 

councils in England, covering around 80% of the land area. Although they vary in 

size and population (Weston Super Mare being the most populous, with around 

75,000 residents) they have an administrative uniformity rooted in regular public 

elections and local tax raising powers. 58 such councils raised over £1 million via 

an annual ‘precept’ in 2018 (MHCLG, 2019). Town and parish councils have 

traditionally been active participants in the planning system. The sector had been 

busy between 2000 and 2006, with over 1,300 non-statutory ‘village plans’ 

produced with Defra funding, following the publication of the 2000 ‘Government 

White Paper: Our Countryside: The Future’ (Defra, 2007).   
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3.10. It was in the unparished, often urban areas, with their patchwork of informal 

community groups, without that administrative uniformity, that neighbourhood 

planning promised to provide a genuine shift in the planning power paradigm. In 

these areas, home to around two thirds of the population, a ‘Neighbourhood 

Forum’ would be required; a new or existing group; formally designated by the 

PA to lead the neighbourhood planning process.   

 

3.11. Ever since the first proposals in 2010, concerns have been raised in 

academia and local and national Government about the Forum concept. The first 

draft of the Localism Bill set out a minimum number of Forum members of three. 

A clear view emerged on the opposition benches in Parliament that Forums 

would not be legitimate or representative and were destined to deliver a clear net 

disbenefit to society. An articulation of these concerns came from Labour 

frontbencher Jack Dromey MP, who remarked at Third Reading of the Bill that: 

 

“The Government have agreed to increase the number of people 

needed to initiate a Forum from three to 21, so there is no longer the 

prospect of three men or three women in the Dog and Duck constituting 

themselves…On our other proposals to ensure democratic 

accountability no concessions have been made. The Government 

clearly see no need to ensure that such forums are accountable…with 

no democratic legitimacy and no accountability” (Dromey, 2011). 

 

3.12. The point was made and the final legislation included a clear legal 

requirement for Forums to include local councillors as members, or at least 

demonstrate that they had taken reasonable steps to recruit them. Concerns 

came from the Government benches too, with Conservative George Hollingberry 

MP stating: 

 

“What is a neighbourhood forum? Who is in it? Who do they represent? 

Is it based on geography, is it a political group or is it a religious group? 

The Bill does not speak to that” (Hollingberry, 2011). 

 

3.13.  Liberal Democrat criticism was most pronounced in the House of Lords 

scrutiny phase, with Lord Greaves stating that: 

 

“Clearly…there is a democratic deficit in the formation and 

accountability of the neighbourhood forum” (Greaves, 2011). 

 

3.14. The Localism Act received Royal Assent in November 2011, with further 

legislation (the 2012 Neighbourhood Planning (General) Regulations 2012) 

providing more detail on the process for establishing Forums published six 

months later. Government guidance did not go live until August 2013, on the 

newly created GOV.UK website. From April 2011 Government rolled out several 
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‘waves’ of ‘front-runner’ support, which gave grants to LPAs and advice directly 

to communities to support navigation of the newest tier of the planning system. 

Around 200 groups, both rural and urban, had benefitted from ‘frontrunner’ 

support by early 2013, when Government shifted emphasis to its current 

approach and contracted Locality to provide support directly to communities, with 

central government still reimbursing LPAs authority costs incurred from the 

independent examination and community referendum, in line with the local 

government new burdens doctrine.   

Figure 4: Map showing distribution of neighbourhood planning frontrunners 

and other groups in January 2013 

 

 

Source: DCLG, Notes on Neighbourhood Planning, 2013 
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3.15. Since then various toolkits have been published by Locality with Government 

oversight. Toolkits on setting up a Forum and on community engagement are 

particularly relevant for the governance and communication issues discussed in 

this study. These toolkits offer advice and signpost good practice. A ‘Champions 

Network’ has also been developed, matching up communities in need of support 

with experienced practitioners near them. 

 

3.16. While most of the criticism of neighbourhood planning during Parliamentary 

scrutiny had focussed on Forums, even before the first plan had ‘come into force’ 

in rural Cumbria in 2013, and despite the significant levels of early take-up 

around the country, academics seemed largely cautious and often critical more 

generally. Pycock (2018) notes: 

 

“…some profound objections to the “community” approach in the 

Localism Act, the efficacy of the Act’s provisions is questioned, but also 

the motivations of the Acts sponsors.  There is a rejection of the 

potential for, or practice of, either improved engagement or any 

betterment of economic or social conditions” (Pycock, 2018, p11). 

 

3.17. These objections were perhaps most clearly articulated by Davoudi, who 

seems to be to suggest a regressive and potentially sinister agenda, pointing out 

neighbourhood planning’s underlying neoliberal motivations (Davoudi, 2013). 

Davoudi and Cowie (2013) go on to suggest that Forum’s only genuine claim of 

legitimacy is undermined by their failure to form in less well-off areas. This 

assertion was made in the context of a 2013 Planning Magazine survey that 

showed deprived communities as being under-represented in neighbourhood 

planning nationally (Geoghegan 2013). However, importantly the survey did not 

differentiate between deprivation levels for Forums and town and parish 

councils. This uneven take up led some to question the overall social justice of 

neighbourhood planning (Gunn et al, 2013).  

 

3.18. Davoudi and Madanipour’s North Shields Fish Quay neighbourhood planning 

case study in their 2013 work ‘Are English neighbourhood forums democratically 

legitimate?’ may have contributed to gloomy assessments of Forums. The study 

used interviews with various parties involved including the steering group, the 

LPA and the planning consultant that supported the plan. Meticulous 

methodological detail is provided, and the case study provides a clear link 

between the outputs and outcomes in terms of concerns about 

representativeness, governance and complexity of the process. The conclusion 

however, which suggests that the experience in this particular community will be 

mirrored elsewhere, despite being flagged by the authors as tentative, seems a 

bit of a stretch.  Maybe even more of a stretch when you consider that the North 

Shields Fish Quay Neighbourhood Plan is not a neighbourhood plan. The plan 

was not subject to examination and referendum. The front cover of the document 
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specifies that the document is a supplementary planning document; produces by 

the LPA.  

 

3.19. This miss-selling is repeated Colomb (2014) in her case study on another 

non-neighbourhood plan in Hackney. She suggests that communities from 

disparate backgrounds will never be able to come together to form a cohesive 

group based her analysis of one community that failed to gain designation as 

Forum.  

 

3.20. In a similar vein, Apostilides (2018) suggests that Forums are essentially 

regressive in nature, and are bound to perpetuate inequality, stating: 

 

“Individuals and groups with existing material and knowledge resources 

are able to mobilise and assert their power...they subsequently reap the 

benefits exclusive to their group, solidifying their advantageous socio-

economic position” (Apostilides, 2018, p.230). 

 

3.21. A general point emerges here, focussing on concerns that the apparent 

consensus reached by the Forum might be hiding different local views, opinions 

and knowledge (Vigar, Gunn and Brooks, 2017). This perspective seems to 

suggest that nothing can be legitimate until everyone has had their say, and 

everyone agrees.    

 

3.22. It is the duty of the Forum to engage as widely as possible locally. They must 

do that. However, it would probably be impossible for a Forum to get all local 

people to agree on the whole plan. No Forum has yet secured a 100% 

referendum ‘yes’ vote. One Parish Council managed this in early 2019 

(Wennington in Lancashire), but even they only managed a 60% turnout.  

 

3.23. Academics who have engaged with multiple neighbourhood planning groups 

and observe trends across areas in light of emerging practice tend to present a 

more balanced view of opportunities and risks. Such studies have suggested 

widespread public support and some evidence of enhanced social capital 

(Pocock 2018). 

 

3.24. On the criticism of Forums as self-selecting, Quentin Bradley notes that 

community participation in planning is often still perceived as the selfish action of 

interest groups, and goes on to highlight that: 

 

“Neighbourhood planning gives voice to residual anger at exclusion 

from political decision-making and its collectivizing effects can mobilize 

a global sense of place and enhance the effectiveness of collective 

action. (Bradley, 2015, p107). 
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3.25. On Forum motivation, a 2017 survey of Forums revealed a:  

 

“desire to rebalance power and control in planning, and to assert a 

voice in decisions about their neighbourhood” (Parker et al, 2017, p.91). 

 

3.26. Testing the assertions that urban and more deprived communities have been 

slower to take-up or progress plans or have been deterred by the burdens 

involved (Vigar, Gunn and Brooks, 2017), following on from Geoghegan’s 2013 

survey Parker and Salter looked again at whether it really was just wealthier 

communities taking up neighbourhood planning. Mirroring Geoghegan’s 

approach, they attributed a relative deprivation quintile to each of the 1,908 

communities that had started the process at the time, according to the average 

relative deprivation quintiles of the relevant LPA authority area. This rather blunt 

approach showed that: 

 

“77% of neighbourhood planning groups in the lower three (least 

deprived) quintiles. This indicates that initial concerns about weaker 

uptake from disadvantaged areas appear somewhat justified” (Parker 

and Salter, 2017, p484). 

 

3.27. Parker and Slater go on to point out that take-up in the South East is markedly 

skewed towards less-deprived areas, while acknowledging that more fine-

grained scrutiny would be useful. This is true, as assuming that a neighbourhood 

area has the same relative deprivation quintile as it’s wider LPA area is not a 

particularly robust approach. They do offer a finer gain analysis by considering 

the relative deprivation quintile for the 274 areas that had, at that time, reached 

referendum. These areas were allocated a much more specific relative 

deprivation quintile, based on the most granular data available. This smaller 

sample showed that 93% of groups that had finished their plan were in the three 

least deprived quintiles.  

 

3.28. Even this approach has its flaws. Neighbourhoods areas can be large, 

potentially encompassing four of five areas with individual deprivation ratings 

(measured by Government’s Index of Multiple Deprivation), all of which may be 

categorised in different deprivation quintiles. Again though, these surveys failed 

to differentiate Forums (operating in mostly urban areas) from town and parish 

councils.  

 

3.29. Parker, Salter and Dobson (2018) observe evidence suggesting that 

neighbourhood planning has given community voices more weight in some 

places. They also find that intra-community relations are an important issue for 

groups and in particular relationships with the Forum itself. 
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3.30. It is important to consider that communities are not working from a blank slate. 

Their plans must be in “general conformity” with the plan or plans that already 

govern their area at a higher spatial level. Plans must focus on land-use, so it is 

normal for many community suggestions to fall outside the scope of the plan 

itself. Further research from Parker et al. (2018) highlighted that the legal 

situation surrounding the way existing community groups become or convert to 

forum status could do with some ‘ironing out’, although no specific 

recommendations were made.  

 

3.31. Tensions have also been observed in other important areas. The relationship 

between the community and the LPA is widely regarded as critically important in 

the neighbourhood planning process. LPAs have a legal duty to provide support 

and assistance to support the process. Some take a proactive approach and 

encourage communities to consider neighbourhood planning while others 

respond reactively when communities seek information or designation. For 

Forums, the most recent relevant study was conducted by the voluntary London 

Neighbourhood Planner group, who reviews London Borough neighbourhood 

planning policy. They found that: 

 

“With some notable exceptions, London’s planning departments are 

ignoring (either knowingly or as a result of competing work pressures) 

steps that Government has taken to underpin and strengthen the 

neighbourhood planning process” (Neighbourhood Planners.London, 

2018, p.9). 

 

3.32. A 2017 neighbourhood planning user survey paints a more mixed picture of 

Forum/LPA relationships, with some Forums reporting positive LPA support, with 

specific LPA staff made available to provide support in some cases (Parker et al, 

2017). 

 

3.33. The same survey suggested a lack of technical skills amongst Forums, but 

that such deficiencies were not perceived as a significant barrier. Language and 

literacy were seen as potential barriers though, along with the lack of 

professional parish clerk to oversee the process (Parker et al, 2017).  

 

3.34. Looking forward, it has been suggested that these potential communication 

and engagement barriers could be overcome, at least in some part, by 

embracing more digital tools and methods, with commentators suggested that 

there are clear opportunities for neighbourhood planning to take advantage of 

digital methods of participation to broaden and improve local engagement 

(Manuel et al, 2017). 

 

3.35. In summary, while the opportunities for Forums are recognised, their 

fundamental right to exist is still debated, and concerns persist about Forum 
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inclusivity, accountability, transparency and democracy.  Forums must have an 

open membership policy, but just how inclusive they are will depend on their 

policies and practices. They must have a constitution, but there are no tests for 

what the constitution must cover. They must engage locally, but the way they do 

this is not regulated. They are not elected in the way parish councils are, but 

they have the flexibility to include democratic structures.  

 

3.36. While questioning their right to exist seems a rather lost cause, it is healthy for 

wider questions about governance to be asked. Corruption happens in Local 

Government and local people are rightly wary of the practices of their local 

councils. It stands to reason that Forums should be scrutinised also.  

 

3.37. And with Government support for neighbourhood planning historically strong 

and showing no sign of slowing down, in the face of a prevailing narrative that 

neighbourhood planning is a hobby for rich people to perpetuation (deliberately 

or by accident) local inequality, it is perhaps unsurprising that academics are 

largely cautious on the subject.  

 

3.38. On the practicalities of writing plans, it is clear that there are concerns that 

Forums do not possess sufficient skills. Although they can and do seek 

professional support via the Government support programme, their relationships 

with their LPAs often seems important. It may be that the LPA relationship is the 

difference between a broadly positive or negative local experience of the 

neighbourhood planning process.  

 

3.39. This is perhaps recognised in the observation that, having surveys all London 

LPAs on how neighbourhood planning features in LPA Local Plans, Community 

Infrastructure Levy and Statements of Community Involvement: 

 

“As a general rule, those LPA areas which demonstrate strongest 

recognition of the role of neighbourhood planning in their publications 

and web pages are those with most neighbourhood forum activity and 

‘made’ plans” (Neighbourhood Planners.London, 2018, p.2). 

 

3.40. With the importance of LPA involvement in neighbourhood planning in mind, 

the role of communities in the planning system and local government more 

broadly is explored below. These historic narratives are directly relevant to the 

context in which neighbourhood planning is practiced on the ground. The extent 

to which these narratives influenced the provisions in the Localism Act is less 

clear.  
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Archaeology of Neighbourhood Planning  

 

3.41. As acknowledged by Michel Foucaut in the 1960s, knowledge and 

understanding of established concepts builds up and changes over time.  

 

3.42. The 1947 Town and Country Planning Act put the development plan at the 

heart of the English planning system and cemented the role of the professional 

planner as the author of the development plan. Development plans policies 

guide decisions on applications for planning permission, and the then Planning 

Minister Lewis Silkin MP’s vision for public involvement in plan-making was 

clear. Draft plans: 

 

“will be exhibited and submitted to public opinion, by such means as 

maps and pamphlets, travelling exhibitions, talks by planning 

technicians, and films and models of the more important parts of the 

area” (Silkin 1947). 

 

3.43. Plans for the future of towns, Districts and Cities should now be finalised by 

officials in the Town Hall or Civic Centre. He wanted housewives, children, trade 

unions, farmers and amenity societies to all be given a say, to ensure that plans 

had a democratic mandate. 

 

3.44. Silkin set out a vision where local people would be given power. The concept 

of ‘power’ in the context of citizen participation within planning and local 

government is well explored by academics, possibly most famously by Sherry 

Arnstein. In the late 1960s Arnstein notably remarked that the principle of 

participation is a cornerstone of democracy. However, in practice, participation is 

fundamentally a tool for redistribution of power to ‘the have-nots’ to enable them 

to play an active role in power structures (Arnstein 1969). Arnstein saw the 

ultimate aim of participation as a more equal society.  Her ladder of citizen 

participation (see Figure 5) categorised several approaches to participation into 

three categories: Non-Participation, Tokenism and Citizen Power (Arnstein 

1969).   
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Figure 5: Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation 

 
Source: Arnstein, 1969 

 

3.45. By her own admission, the ladder was designed to be provocative, but the 

basic premise of the ladder gets right to the heart of the critical issue – what’s 

the point? What are you trying to achieve by opening up a process to citizens? 
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3.46. Much of what we know today as ‘engagement’ in town planning is defined as 

tokenistic by Arnstein. She acknowledges that providing information and asking 

for views are crucial pre-requisites but are essentially meaningless without 

assurance that concerns and ideas will be taken into account. 

 

3.47. The kind of partnership working that Arnstein places at the top of her ladder 

places citizen leaders in a position to take part in decision making. Truly 

delegated power represents the pinnacle. 

 

3.48. Fast forward the twenty first century and the academic narrative have much in 

common with Arnstein’s work. Notwithstanding some lingering concerns about 

unnecessary delays to policy development and decision making, citizen 

engagement is universally accepted as good practice (Baker et al 2007). 

 

3.49. Agger (2012) cites the following rationale for citizen engagement: 

 

“An underlying argument is that public policies need the views, ideas 

and resources of affected stakeholders in order to generate innovative 

policies and to avoid getting stuck in diverse policy problems” (Dente, 

2005). 

 

3.50. While more recently Nick Bailey (2010) provides a modern expansion on 

Arnstein’s principles by identifies the following objectives of engagement while 

maintaining those distinct graduations of citizen participation: 

 

“to improve the quality of local decision-making by drawing on tacit 

knowledge; 

to improve the quality and responsiveness of local services by 

engaging user in management decisions; 

to re-engage local people with local democratic processes and renew 

civic society;  

to transfer to residents and recipients direct or indirect powers to 

manage assets or deliver services for themselves.” (Bailey, 2010, p.14) 

 

3.51. A further re-imagining of Arnstein’s ladder comes from the International 

Association for Public Participation (IAP2). The Association promote seven core 

values (see Figure 6) aimed to cross national, cultural and religious boundaries 

to ensure that engagement processes reflect the interests and concerns of all 

stakeholders (IAP2). 
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Figure 6: IAP2 Core Values for community engagement 

 

 
 

Source: IAP2, 2019 

 

3.52. The theoretical concepts relating to who to engage in planning (and local 

government more generally) seem to make a clear distinction between 

categorising and analysing those who a) do engage, and b) those who do not 

engage. There is also, apparently, a recognition that participatory governance 

processes tend to produce systematic exclusions (Agger 2012). 

 

3.53. Arnstein clearly identifies group of ‘have nots’ who are excluded from 

American power structures. She doesn’t attempt to provide an exhaustive list but 

highlights several ethic groups including Pueto Ricans and Mexicans notably 

marginalised in society in the 1960s. Today these might be defined as ‘hard to 

reach groups’. Agger (2012) summarises three distinct categories of those willing 

to engage: 

 

3.54. Expert citizens (Bang, 2005), who are typically a group or a representative of 

a group. Examples include residents’ associations and amenity societies. 

Whether they see themselves as part of the political system or not, academics 

widely assert that they are. This link is based on their goals, which tend to be 

focussed on gaining and exerting political influence rather than social solidarity 

and fighting the system. They accept the current structures and work within them 

to achieve their desired outcomes. Most neighbourhood planners would fall into 

this category. In some instanced (eg. Epsom and Uttlesford) expert citizens via 
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groups such as residents’ associations have taken control of local authorities. 

These groups tend to be predominantly made up of older people with time on 

their hands – typically retired and with a professional background, with an 

understanding of administrative processes. 

 

3.55. Everyday makers (Bang and Sorensen, 1998) are project-orientated 

individuals with no support network to hold them to account. They are often 

younger than the expert citizens, female and not married. They may rally around 

a single-issue campaign but be reluctant to commit to longer-term engagement. 

 

3.56. Social entrepreneur (Thompson 2002) a form of engagement typically 

associated with the voluntary sector often driven by a personal cause rather than 

ideology. This category is reminiscent of the Victorian philanthropists who 

exercised considerable societal powers. 

 

3.57. Bailey (2010) points out that reaching out to communities may not be as 

straight forward as it sounds. Community leaders may be willing to speak but 

may not represent their entire community.   

 

3.58. Various commentators have commented on the low or non-existent 

involvement of young people in planning. Agger (2012) referenced Sloam 

(2008), stating that young people are alienated rather than apathetic, and they 

don’t like formal meetings. Young people like:  

 

“acting as political consumers, boycotting certain products for ethical 

reasons, involvement in transnational advocacy networks, the regular 

signing and forwarding of emails and petitions and the spontaneous 

organisation of protests and rallies” (Stolle et al, 2005, p.33). 

 

3.59. The theories above can help us understand how to try to get a good balance 

of views from citizens. This can then, in turn, help target any groups that they 

feel are underrepresented. Attempts to implement policies based on these 

theories have occurred all over England. Nationally, ahead of the publication of 

the Labour Government’s Public Services White Paper in 2006, then 

Communities Minister David Milliband promised devolution of power from 

Whitehall to Town Hall and beyond: ‘double devolution’.  The White Paper set 

out that: 

 

“Enabling people to choose what service they want and who provides it 

and enabling communities to Engaging with local people seriously and 

seeing them as partners provides the basis for making far-reaching and 

sustained improvements in the quality of local services and 

neighbourhoods (ODPM, 2006, p.4)” 
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‘Community Planning’ in Coin Street (Lambeth, London) 

 

3.60. In the late 1960s, Arthur Skeffington MP has been commissioned by 

Government to: 

 

“recognize the beneficial ways in which the public might share in and 

assist the plan preparation process from the earliest stage possible” 

(Baker et al. 2007).  

 

3.61. Skeffington chaired a commission called: ‘ People and planning: report of the 

committee on public participation in planning’. The report proposed the setting up 

of community forums for local residents to support the preparation of local plans. 

One of the first was created in Covent Garden in 1973 as a ‘representative’ 

body, with members elected from among local residents, workers and property 

owners (Christensen 1979). 

 

3.62. In the mid1970s on the south bank of the river Thames, residents around Coin 

Street set up their own group to ensure local voices were heard in relation to the 

development of the area, and campaign for the establishment of local housing 

co-operatives.  Skeffington-type consultative groups had widely been 

incorporated into local authority procedures and were thus unable to take an 

independent critical line (Brindley et al. 2005). 

 

3.63. Over time the Coin Street group changed membership and name, adopting an 

approach to decision-making described as ‘imperfect pluralism’ where all 

interested parties had access and nobody was systematically excluded (Brindley 

et al. 2005). 

 

3.64. Despite only 7% of local residents attended community associations, the 

movement seemed to be representative of the area, with committee of the first 

housing co-operative composed of six men and six women. Their jobs included 

printing, teaching, dock work, housing advisor, receptionist, administrator, retired 

and unemployed (Brindley et al. 2005). 

 

3.65. After protracted political, economic and legal negotiations involving 

landowners, local, regional and national politicians and a variety of specialist 

supporters who advised and funded the community over time, the group were 

successful in achieving their aims. The housing co-operatives were established, 

and significant mixed-use developments were built.  

 

3.66. The peculiarities of the Coin Street, including key action by the Greater 

London Council to take legal action to reduce land prices thus enabling the 

community to buy the land, demonstrates that it was very difficult to generalize 

about the institutional form of popular planning at the time (Brindley et al. 2005). 
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‘Community Politics’ in Tower Hamlets (London) 

 

3.67. The Community Politics concept is rooted in ideas and policies promoted by 

the 1970s Liberal party aimed at significantly increasing the number of people 

involved in local political decision-making, so decisions were made by the 

majority of those effected, not by a minority.  

 

3.68. This approach sharply contrasts with the established Burkean model a 

representative. Dating from 1774 Edmund Burke, then MP for Bristol, 

commented that his mandate was not to obey his constituents’ direct wishes. 

Instead, he believed himself entrusted to pursue the interested of his 

constituents as he saw fit. 

 

3.69. At the 1970 Liberal Party annual assembly agreed to committed the party to ‘a 

primary strategic emphasis on Community Politics’. the new strategy as:  

 

“a dual approach to politics, acting both inside and outside the 

institutions of the political establishment….to help organise people in 

their communities to take and use power…capture people’s imagination 

as a credible political movement, with local roots and local successes” 

(Meadowcroft, 2001, p4). 

 

3.70. This approach was most notably demonstrated in 1986-92 London Borough of 

Tower Hamlets which Meadowcroft describes as: 

 

“The most extensive programme of decentralisation yet undertaken in 

British local government” (Meadowcroft, 2001, p1). 

 

3.71. Within weeks of winning control of the Council by one vote, the incoming 

Liberal party devolved at but a few key services to seven neighbourhood mini-

councils, with councillors representing wards in each neighbourhood given high 

levels of autonomy in decision-making (Morphet, 1987). 

 

3.72. The Council created one-stop-shops for all local services, which was in sharp 

contrast to the centralisation of local authorities than had occurred previously.  

National reforms to Local Government structures in the 1970s led to a new 

professionalisation of elected councillors. Allowances had gone up, drawing in a 

new cadre of younger people who took the opportunity to focus full time on local 

politics (Morphet, 1987). This, coupled with the Liberal emphasis on councillors 

making much more of an effort to establish community links, meant that 

devolving power to local councillors through the new neighbourhood councils 

would, in theory, drive a significant increase in community participation on local 

decision making.  
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3.73. At the time concerns were raised about whether the approach would 

emphasis existing spatial equalities. Tower Hamlets was the second most over-

crowded area in the country according to the 1981 Census (Morphet, 1987) and 

the inequalities within the Borough were central to the way in which the initiative 

ended when the Liberal lost control of the Council in 1992.  

 

3.74.  The London Borough of Sutton is another Liberal Democrat-controlled council 

that has undertaken a programme of devolution, along similar lines to the Tower 

Hamlets model (Meadowcroft, 2001).  

 

3.75. Meadowcroft (2001) remarks that Sutton carried out area-based devolution in 

1995 through the creation of four Area Environment Sub-Committees, offering 

public consultation rather than direct participation in decision making to 

Councillors a better base of information to take that decision on. He states that: 

 

“A number of councillors expressed the view that the area 

subcommittees had encouraged ‘nimbyism’ and parochialism, 

particularly in respect of planning issues. Many councillors had 

therefore come to the conclusion that consultation served a more useful 

purpose as a means through which the authority could educate and 

convince the electorate of the correctness of decisions that had 

effectively already been taken” (Meadowcroft, 2001, p.45) 

 

3.76. This testimony sends Sutton hurtling down Arnstein’s ladder to tokenism. The 

approach seem patronising but it is born out of real-world experience. It certainly 

seems fundamentally at odds with the 1970s enthusiasm to engage and devolve.  

 

3.77. The experiences of communities on the South Bank, in Tower Hamlets and in 

Sutton seem likely to have shaped, to some extent, the neighbourhood planning 

concept. Although not directly replicable, the South Bank example demonstrates 

that communities can achieve better positive outcomes by working together an 

exerting influence over political and market players. The Liberal Democrat council 

experiences tap in to a broader trend in local government since the 1970s for 

local politician to get out and about and get local people more involved in 

decision making. With Andrew Stunell as the Lib Dem Minister at DCLG when the 

Localism Act was devised, bearing in mind his prominent role through the 1980s 

and 90s at the national Association of Liberal Democrat Councillors, it seems 

likely there was at least some influence from the Lib Dem perspective in shaping 

the neighbourhood planning concept. 
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Governance  

 

3.78. The final matter considered in this literature review is the concept of 

governance. This is the process of governing, running, administering an 

organisation. Ensuring the right governance procedures are in place and then 

ensuring that the procedures are complied with. 

 

3.79. The World Bank suggests that good governance is epitomised by: 

 

“predictable, open and enlightened policy making; a bureaucracy 

imbued with a professional ethos; an executive arm of government  

accountable for its actions; and a strong civil society participating in 

public affairs; and all behaving under the rule of law.” (World Bank, 

1994, p14) 

 

3.80. Healy (2017) warns against rigid off-the-self definitions and guides to ‘good 

governance’, because the experience of the actual process of designing a 

governance structure offers invaluable experience to support the eventual 

implementation of the governance arrangements. Healy goes on to suggest the 

quality of governance lies in the way it is practiced, rather than its formal 

principles.  

 

3.81. Returning to neighbourhood planning, a recent report of the future of Localism 

acknowledges the successes of Forums and suggests that the Forums model is a 

blueprint for other forms of community initiatives and further devolution (Localism 

Commission, 2018). The report suggested the principles shown in Figure 8 as 

particularly relevant for neighbourhood-level governance. 
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Figure 8: Principles of Localism governance  

 

Source: Localism Commission, 2018, p19 

 

3.82. The equal opportunity to participate, local leadership and the value of 

accountability are themes that seem particularly appropriate for Forums  

Governance. However Forums are not banks or Governments. They are 

voluntary groups of individuals draw together because the live or work within the 

same geographical area. It seems clear that their governance arrangements 

need to be robust but proportionate.  

 



34 

 

3.83. It is indisputable that communities have a legal right to establish a Forum. 

Following designation by the LPA, the law gives legitimacy to the Forum and 

requires that the Forum represent local people. 

 

3.84. The law is silent on how Forums should be administered and led, save for the 

requirement to have a written constitution.  

 

3.85. These facts underpin the fundamental area of debate on this topic. Can 

Forums be representative? Can they manage public money? Do they understand 

how to manage conflicts of interest?  

 

3.86. The issue of whether once ‘designated’, neighbourhood forums essentially 

become part of the state, which may lead (consciously or unconsciously) to 

conformity with higher tiers of government and a loss of ability to truly represent 

local views. 

 

3.87. With these governance principles in mind and the lessons from when 

decentralisation has not gone so well locally, it seems all the more important for 

Forums to do the right thing and also be seen to do the right thing.  

 

3.88. Various themes are discussed as being more or less important, but the four 

key elements that seem to emerge in the context of the way Forums operate are 

inclusivity, accountability, transparency and democracy.  

 

 

 

4. Neighbourhood Forum Governance Review findings 

 

4.1. As discussed in this study’s methodology section, 95 Forums website were 

reviewed with the following governance tests in mind:  

 

• Are joining instructions clear and are contact details for the Forum 

available? 

• Are there democratic structures so members can elect people to run the 

Forum?  

• Is it clear who leads the Forum? Is the constitution available for anyone to 

see how the Forum is run and how decisions are taken? 

• Are minutes of Forum meetings available for anyone to find out what 

decisions have been taken and why?  

• Does the Forum operate any noteworthy policies or procedures? 

Self-reported assessments of the relative deprivation of the Forum area and the 

skill level of the Forum were also considered.  
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4.2. In 13 cases, Forums had poor governance arrangements, meaning that they 

failed to satisfy any of the 6 governance tests. 

  

4.3. In 31 cases, Forums had good governance arrangements, meaning that they 

satisfying all six of the governance tests.  

 

4.4. The remaining 51 had limited governance arrangements, meaning that they 

satisfied between one and five of the governance tests.  

 

4.5. 37 Forums had no clear joining instructions. With no obvious instructions or 

invitation to join the Forum, many groups gave the impression that they were up 

and running and didn’t need or want new members. These Forums are legally 

required to have an open membership policy. Presumably they have such a 

policy, so it is rather puzzling why the fact wouldn’t be publicised online. This 

issue raises concerns about the inclusivity of the Forums concerned.  

 

4.6. 42 Forums gave no indication of who leads/chairs the group. For many local 

people, finding out who is representing their interests is likely to be of interest. 

There is a legal requirement to have a named contact when a Forums applies for 

designation, so it is surprising that so many Forums have decided not to carry 

that information across to their own website. No doubt Forum members would 

likely know who runs the group but failing to make it easy for the rest of the local 

community to find out does not give a good impression in terms of accountability.  

 

4.7. 15 Forums provided no contact details. These were mostly groups with no 

website, and those that were found to have poor governance overall. As with the 

points above, how can the Forum represent the community if local people can’t 

get in touch.  

 

4.8. 40 Forums evidence of democratic structures within the Forum. There is a direct 

link here between the 48 Forums that did not make their constitution available 

online.  Every constitution displayed contained specific provisions for the 

democratic election of members to run the group. In 8 cases a constitution was 

not available but recent AGM minutes made it clear that democratic structures 

were in place.  

 

4.9. 44 Forums provided no minutes of meetings to record the decisions that made at 

Forum meetings. Although the audience for this sort of information might be 

perceived to be narrow and such decisions may be recorded and stored offline, 

failure to publicise any records of meetings does create somewhat of a 

transparency deficit.  
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Consideration of deprivation and skills 

 

4.10. Of the 1,662 communities (town and parish councils and Forums) provided 

with neighbourhood planning by Government in the form of grant and/or 

technical support between March 2015 and March 2019, 73 (4%) represent 

areas that rank in the lower quintile for multiple deprivation. 48% represent areas 

that rank in the highest deprivation quintile. An even distribution for each would 

be 20%, so amongst these groups neighbourhood planning take-up is obviously 

skewed away from more deprived areas and towards less deprived areas. This 

is what was predicted by academics and what has been observed by academics 

to date.  

 

4.11. However, when the deprivation levels for Forums and town and parish 

councils are disaggregated, the narrative changes drastically. 25 (2%) of 

qualifying town and parish councils represent communities ranked in the lowest 

deprivation quintile, while 48 (27%) qualifying Forums represent communities 

ranked in the lowest deprivation quintile. 

 

4.12. These figures are shown in figures 9 and 10 below. From this point onwards, 

local deprivation level is considered in terms of ‘more deprived’ or ‘less 

deprived’. More deprived communities are those within to top two deprivation 

quintiles, while less deprived communities are those within the bottom two 

deprivation quintiles. This approach better aligns with that taken in similar 

studies of neighbourhood planning and deprivation (Parker and Salter 2017).  

 

Figure 9: Self-reported relative deprivation quintiles for Forums receiving 

Government neighbourhood planning support (April 2015-March 2019) 

 

 
 

4.13. Figure 6 shows that of 177 Forums supported by Government since 2015, 71 

Forums (40%) represent more deprived areas (48 from the most deprived 

quintile and 23 from second most deprived). 95 Forums (48%) represent less 
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deprived areas (45 from the least deprived quintile and 40 from the second least 

deprived).  

 

Figure 10: Self-reported relative deprivation quintiles for town and parish 

councils receiving Government neighbourhood planning support (April 2015-

March 2019) 

 

 
 

 

4.14. Figure 10 shows that of 1,485 town or parish councils supported by 

Government, 85 (6%) represent more deprived areas (25 from the most deprived 

quintile and 60 from second most deprived). 1,133 (76%) represent less 

deprived areas (748 from the least deprived quintile and 385 from the second 

least deprived).  

 

4.15. On self-reported skill levels, town and parish councils reported a relatively 

even distribution across the three options available, with 41% rating themselves 

with high skills, 29% with medium skills and 29% with low skills. There was no 

clear correlation between deprivation and skill level.  

 

4.16. On Forums skill level, 22% rated themselves as having high skill levels, 36% 

with medium skill levels and 42% with low skill levels. These results show a clear 

skills gap (or perceived skills gap) between Forums and town and parish 

councils, with the latter reporting appreciably higher skill levels. Considering 

town and parish councils are likely to have more planning experience from a 

track record of engagement with the planning system and the ability to call on 

the services of a professional paid clerk, this is perhaps not surprising.  

 

4.17. Some disparity also arises when Forum skills are compared with Forum 

deprivation, with lower skills more prevalent in the most deprived quintile, as 

shown in Figure 11.  
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Figure 11: Self-reported skills compared with self-reported deprivation for 

Forums receiving Government neighbourhood planning support (April 2015-

March 2019) 

 

 
 

 

Forums with poor governance 

 

4.18. In the 13 cases where Forums had poor governance arrangements, 6 ranked 

as more deprived (top two deprivation quintiles) while 6 ranked as less deprived 

(bottom two deprivation quintiles).  6 of these Forums had low skill levels, 4 had 

medium skills and 3 low skills (as shown in figure 13).  Of those 13, 11 had no 

online presence, via a website or social media account. 

  

Figure 13: Breakdown of deprivation and skill level for Forums with poor 

governance 

 

 
 

4.19. There were no obvious recurring themes with these 13 groups. 2 were 

prospective Forums just starting out, while others had been going for several 

years. One had a plan in force, while another’s website seemed to be down. 

Where an online presence existed, one was a Facebook page with very limited 
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information and the other was the website of an established community group 

with no recognition that they had been designated as a Forum or received 

neighbourhood planning support. The 13 groups were evenly distributed around 

the country. 11 of these groups have been formally designated, so do have a 

constitution and do have (or have had) a chair or leader.  

 

Forums with good governance 

 

4.20. In 31 cases, Forums had good governance arrangements; satisfying all six of 

the governance tests. 4 ranked as more deprived, while 21 ranked as less 

deprived. 12 of them low skill levels, 9 medium and 10 low (as shown in figure 

14).  

 

Figure 14: Breakdown of deprivation and skill level for Forums with good 

governance 

 

 
 

4.21. These 31 Forums to have higher skills and there is a clear tendency for these 

Forums to represent less deprived areas. Of the 171 Forums in this study, 40% 

of Forums represent more deprived areas and 48% represent less deprived 

areas. For the Forums with good governance, only 13% represent more deprived 

areas while 71% represent less deprived areas. 3 were prospective Forums and 

most (23) were located in the south east, with others from the south west, 

midlands and north west.  

 

4.22. It seems as if skills are a factor here, with planning skills and potentially other 

professional skills more likely to be available in less deprived areas and those 

skill potentially driving the planning and communication of governance 

arrangements.  
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Forums with limited governance  

 

4.23. The remaining 51 had limited governance arrangements, meaning that they 

satisfied between one and five of the governance tests. Again, skill level seems 

not to provide a correlation to governance arrangements, and deprivation does 

not either. The geographical spread of the groups in this category was 

reasonably evenly distributed around the country  

 

Figure 14: Breakdown of deprivation and skill level for Forums with limited 

governance 

 

 
 

 

Consideration of specific Forum policies and procedures 

4.24. The following policies and procedures were recorded during the survey and 

given indicative assessments as to whether they represented good or bad 

practice. These indicative assessments were discussed with an informal peer 

review group. Feedback from that group was considered in arriving at the 

categorisations and rationale set out in figure 15. Assessments were mad ein 

line with the following definitions:  

 

• good practice that other Forums might consider adopting (green) 

• bad practice that should be avoided (red), or  

• neither good or bad practice - just a different way of doing things (amber).  
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Figure 15: Assessment of Forum policies and procedures 

 

INCLUSIVITY 

Policy / Procedure R/A/G Rationale 

Members must 

disclose entire 

criminal records.  

Amber While some Forums felt that such a policy was 

unnecessary, other stressed that these sorts of 

declarations were increasingly standard practice 

for community organisations.   

Most Forums will engage with schools and other 

young people’s groups during the preparation of 

plans, so this sort of Forum policy may become 

more common in the future to align with 

safeguarding policies of the bodies Forums 

engage with.  

Member termination 

clause in constitution 

 

Green Forums felt that having procedures in place to deal 

with inappropriate behaviour seems sensible. 

However, caution was expressed in relation to the 

possibility that such a policy could be used 

inappropriately. This sort of policy needed a clear 

implementation structure. 

Requests for financial 

donations 

 

Amber Grants are available to all Forums. Additional 

income from donations can provide additional 

resources. Corporate donations from local 

business seem common. Some Forums raised 

concerns about potential conflicts of interests in 

relation to the influence of donors within Forums.  

Charging a Forum 

membership fee  

 

Red Three Forums surveyed charged a membership 

fee. Annual fees were £6, £10 and £25. Forums 

felt that charging for membership was likely to be 

at odds with the legal requirement for membership 

to be ‘open’. All these Forums converted existing 

group to take on Forum responsibilities.  

Legislation is silent on the specific point of fees, 

but it does specifically set out that LPAs are not 

required give financial assistance to Forums. 
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Forum membership 

is automatically given 

to all local residents 

 Red Deemed to be well-meaning but likely to be 

inappropriate and self-defeating because if contact 

details of members are not recorded, meaning the 

Forum cannot directly contact members.  

Forum membership 

minimum age of 16 

 

Green 

Where age limits are set, most are set at 18. 

Where under 16s are members, there may be 

safeguarding issues and procedures to address, 

but given how all Forums seem to engage with 

local schools, excluding 16-18 year olds from 

forum membership doesn’t necessarily have to 

happen. 

 

ACCOUNTABILITY 

Forum has joint 

chairs 

Green This approach seemed popular as a way to take 

pressure off a single chair to be at every single 

meeting. While a potential issue could arise on 

ultimate accountability, based on the experiences 

of Forums at the workshop, joint chairing 

arrangements were widely supported. 

Forum is 

incorporated as a 

Limited Company 

(limited by 

guarantee)  

 

Forum is also a 

Community Interest 

Company (CIC) 

 

Forum is a registered 

charity 

Amber The majority of Forums have chosen not to adopt 

an ‘incorporated’ legal structure. Where they have 

been awarded grant funding from Government, 

they have arranged for funds to be held by a third 

party incorporated body, typically a local charity or 

their LPA. At least 20 Forums are incorporated 

(according to a online Companies House records 

in July 2019).  

Incorporation offers financial independence, 

limited liability and a certain level of kudos or 

gravitas.  

Annual Companies House reporting requirements 

and fees apply. Depending on the activities of the 

Forum, tax may also have to be paid.  

Administrative burdens increase from basic for a 

simple limited company to complex for a charity, 

with CICs somewhere in between.  

Forum has no party-

political affiliation  

Green Although the legislation does not prohibit party 

political affiliations for Forums (most Town and 

Parish Councils are party political bodies) It was 
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 clear that Forums have a sensitivity about avoiding 

political bias or perception of it. Forums should be 

neutral to minimise local conflict and ensure that 

plans can stand the test of time, including changes 

of local political administration.  

However, in line with the legislative requirement to 

take reasonable steps to ensure locally elected 

councillors are Forum members, there was an 

equally strong feeling that engagement, as 

opposed to leadership, from elected members 

could provide multiple benefits. These included but 

were not limited to: positive relationship building 

with council officers, technical understanding of 

the planning system and local awareness raising. 

Forum commit to 

considering 

application for the 

creation of a town or 

parish council when 

plan comes into 

force.  

Green A 2014 law change enabled Forums with a plan in 

force to fast-track an application for the creation of 

a town or parish council in their area.  

At least two Forums have actively considered such 

an application, but as yet none of the 49 eligible 

Forums have made such an application.  

Forum was initiated 

by a Development 

Trust   

Amber This does rather ring alarm bells, as a 

Development Trust is likely to be a for profit 

company. Businesses can play an important role 

in neighbourhood planning, especially in 

designated business areas, but this case was not 

in a business area (ie. one that is wholly or 

predominantly business) 

 

DEMOCRACY 

Constitution updated 

to enable members 

to be eligible to stand 

for re-election for a 

continuous period not 

exceeding seven, 

rather than five 

years. 

Amber Maximum terms for committee members is an 

unusual approach for voluntary organisations, 

where the supply of new members is uncertain. 

However such an approach does ensure that the 

same people are not taking key decisions 

indefinitely. The change made by this Forum 

possibly demonstrates that the original 5 year 

policy hadn’t worked as intended.  

Forum constitution 

sets out that 

Amber This approach is rooted in the view that decisions 

should be taken collectively. It could mean that 
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decisions are made 

by consensus. There 

is no voting except 

for election of 

Secretary and 

Treasurer at the 

Forum AGMs and on 

any resolution to 

dissolve the Forum 

more time is required to debate issues and could 

result in stalemates on particularly controversial 

matters. However, it is very much within the spirit 

of collective community planning. It would be 

interesting to discover whether other Forums have 

had many split decisions when voting, and 

whether this consensus method could be adopted 

more widely to address concerns about power 

being concentrated in the hands of a small group.  

An existing Society 

has been designated 

as a Forum and the 

Society appoints the 

Forum steering 

committee 

Red This scenario seems to place the destiny of the 

Forum in the hands of another organisation. 

Legislation does not require democratic structures 

to be in place, but it is now established practise 

and should be adopted universally.  

Electronic voting on 

Forum matters – 

such votes to be cast 

for at least three days 

 

Green Provided sufficient safeguards are in place this 

process enables members to have their say on 

important matters without attending a meeting. 

The non-prescriptive legal framework for Forums 

enables innovative uses of technology like this. 

Neighbourhood planning, just like society more 

broadly, is far from being digital-by-default. 

 

TRANSPARENCY 

Forum chose not to 

publicise their draft 

plan online, rather to 

email a copy of it to 

members.  

Red Hopefully the Forum in question realised that their 

consultation needed to be run in line with the legal 

requirements  

A Forum publishes 

regular newsletters 

rather than minutes 

of meetings 

 

Amber There is no legal requirement to keep notes of 

meetings. Doing so enables decisions to be 

recorded accurately, but these could be recorded 

just as easily in a newsletter. However, 

newsletters are typically designed to be written in 

an engaging way, and should the author decide 

that certain Forum decisions are a bit boring to 

record, they could be lost, which could 

compromise proper administration. 

Forum members 

gave Council 

Green This approach encourages open and positive 

relationships between Forum and LPA. LPA 
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5. Conclusions  

 

 

5.1. With many Forums approaching the decision of whether to re-apply for their 

designation for a further five years, this study has identified several policies that 

Forums may wish to consider adopting through updates to their constitutions.  

 

5.2. This study has also highlighted that while many Forums have good governance 

procedures in place, many other do not, or are not communicating those 

procedures to their communities. Forums have enormous potential to bring about 

significant spatial and social changes in their areas, and through the research 

carried out for this study, it is clear that there is a moral imperative for Forums to 

do the right thing and to be seen to do the right thing in terms of the way they 

govern themselves.  

 

5.3. That said, this study does paint a broadly positive picture of Forums as new 

community groups that have got on with neighbourhood planning in a positive 

and collaborative way. Analysis suggest that that 54% of Forums have limited 

governance arrangements, 32% have good governance arrangements with only 

14% having poor governance arrangements.  

 

5.4. Possibly the most significant findings of this study come from the analysis of self-

reported deprivation assessments. Until now, measurements of deprivation 

levels in neighbourhood planning areas had not separated out measurements for 

planners a successful 

tour of the Forum 

area.  

 

support during plan-writing can be beneficial and 

LPAs also implement neighbourhood plans 

through decisions on applications, so it makes 

sense to promote and enhance the Forum/LPA 

relationship. 

Forum requests pre-

application 

discussions with local 

applicants to work 

with applicants to 

achieve the best 

possible Planning 

Application 

Amber Forums saw this as positive step and an indication 

of the sort of role that Forums might play once 

their plan is in force. National policy prevents 

mandatory pre-application discussion for all plan-

makers and there is a risk that this policy might be 

perceived as prerequisite. It would also be likely to 

generate extra work for a Forum but is a clear 

demonstration of Forums establishing a 

permanent role in the local community. 
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Forums. Previous narratives assumed that Forums represented mostly less 

deprived areas in line with the trend across all neighbourhood planning groups.  

 

5.5. Now, for the first time, we see that Forums clearly buck the national trend. They 

have a much more even distribution for deprivation. This is all the more 

interesting considering Forums have been disregarded as unrepresentative by 

some commentators because they do and would not represent deprived areas.  

 

5.6. A deprivation disparity does exist in relation to skills, with more deprived areas 

reporting lower skill levels that less deprived areas. Disparity also emerged in 

relation to performance in the governance survey, with less deprived areas 

performing disproportionality well.  

 

5.7. The question of skills was an interesting one, with findings rather endorsing other 

survey findings that a lack of technical skills amongst Forums were not perceived 

as a significant barrier to neighbourhood planning. However, having high skill 

levels certainly seems to help Forums establish and communicate their 

governance arrangements 

 

5.8. On the question of trust, as previously mentioned, scoring highly on the survey 

does not mean that a Forum is trustworthy or well run and a low score does not 

mean that a Forum is untrustworthy or badly run.  

 

5.9. However, it seems fair to suggest that a Forum that does not communicate 

governance arrangements can’t expect to be trusted by the local community. 

Such a scenario is likely to represent a failure to carry out the neighbourhood 

planning process in the collective, open and collaborative spirit in which it is 

intended to be carried out. 

 

Lessons learnt 

 

5.10. Surveying all 177 Forums in the sample rather than 95 would have given a 

more representative result.  

 

5.11. Given the potential significance of the results on Forum deprivation, further 

sampling or testing of levels of deprivation levels in Forum areas would be 

useful.  

 

5.12. The survey questions on constitutions could have been dropped because it 

rather duplicated with the democrat arrangements one. Using maps or other 

visual aids to demonstrate the geographical spread of Forums would have been 

helpful.  
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5.13. Asking for data about how many Forums hold their own grant would have 

provided more detail on Forum financial arrangements. This is an area that might 

warrant further study. 

 

5.14. Further discussion of the relationship between governance and the 

communication of governance would have been beneficial, including 

consideration of how Forum members are attracted and retained and on the 

impact of negative first impressions should local people not be able to find out 

information about their local group. 

 

 

 

6. Recommendations 

 

6.1. This study recommends that Forums should consider prioritising: 

 

• being more open about governance arrangements to be more transparent  

• removal of any mandatory membership fees to be more inclusive 

• engagement with elected councillors to be more accountable, but ensure that 

Forums do not have party-political affiliations 

• digital engagement methods to be more democratic   

 

6.2. This study recommends that Government should update planning practice 

guidance to clarify that Forum should not charge membership fees. Such a 

change would align with the establish legal requirement for open membership 

policies and would remove a potential barrier to Forums being inclusive.  
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Appendix 1: Critical assessment of the specific legal tests for Neighbourhood 

Forum designation 

No 7-11 are set out in secondary legislation, in the Neighbourhood Planning 

(General) Regulations 2012. The remainder are set out in primary legislation, in 

section 61F(5) of the Town and Country Planning Act 1990 as applied to 

neighbourhood plans by section 38A of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 

2004. 

Pass/fail legal tests: 

No. Criteria detail Commentary 

1 Group is established for 

the express purpose of 

promoting or improving the 

social, economic and 

environmental well-being 

of an area that consists of 

or includes the 

neighbourhood area 

concerned (whether or not 

it is also established for 

the express purpose of 

promoting the carrying on 

of trades, professions or 

other businesses in such 

an area), 

The intention to encompass the three pillars of 

sustainable development as a key Forum 

principle is clear. By focussing on the way the 

group is ‘established’, this criteria rather leads 

towards the assumption that new groups must 

be formed. However, elsewhere in guidance 

and legislation it is clear that existing groups 

can become the Forum. In such cases, whether 

a group would need to revisit the principles on 

which it was established is unclear. It is likely 

that a vague statement broadly affirming the 

groups acceptance of the importance of social, 

economic and environmental matters would 

suffice.  

Forums can promote business, which is a clear 

nod towards the principle that plans can be 

business-led. It is possible to have a plan 

wholly led by businesses.  

 

Finally, this criteria establishes the principle that 

a Forum can represent an area wider than the 

neighbourhood plan area. This scenario is yet 

to occur.  

2 Group membership must 

be open to individuals who 

live in the neighbourhood 

area 

  

 

This criteria is reworded in Government 

guidance as a requirement to have an open 

membership policy, with the interesting addition 

of the following “it cannot force people to be a 

part of something they may not wish to be a 

part of”. So stating that all residents are 

automatically Forum members may not be 

appropriate.  
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Despite living in an area and playing an active 

roll in plan preparation, ultimately only those 

who are on the electoral roll with be able to 

have a final say on the plan at referendum. 

3 Group membership must 

be open to individuals who 

work there (whether for 

businesses carried on 

there or otherwise) 

 

This may seem straightforward, assuming all 

those employed locally have equal rights as 

residents in terms of forum membership. 

However, in terms of the referendum, in the 

prescribed scenarios where business get to 

vote, it’s only non-domestic rate payers that are 

enfranchised.  

 

There is no mention of an age limit for 

membership, but again, there is a potential 

parallel that those who would not be able to 

vote in the referendum. 

 

When the Localism Act was first drafted (for 

‘introduction’ to Parliament as a Bill), Forum 

membership was to be open to those who wish 

to live in the area too. This was presumably 

dropped for logistical reasons, although it does 

strike a chord in relation to criticism of the 

perceived NIMBY nature of neighbourhood 

planning groups.  

 

4 Group membership must 

be open to individuals who 

are elected members of a 

county council, district 

council or London borough 

council any of whose area 

falls within the 

neighbourhood area 

concerned 

 

This criteria is possibly the simplest and links to 

concerns raised that Forums are not subject to 

formal election processes. Ensuring the locally 

elected councillors can be forums members – 

acknowledging that is common for councillors 

not to live in the wards they represent.  

5 Group membership must 

include a minimum of 21 

individuals each of whom 

As previously explored, the original proposal for 

the minimum number of members to be 3 was 

heavily criticised in Parliament. No explanation 
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lives, works, or is elected 

in the relevant area. 

 

was offered by Ministers for why 21 was 

chosen. 

6 Group must have a written 

constitution 

 

Although no further detail on this condition is 

set out, it would likely be reasonable for a LPA 

to refuse designation if a constitution were clear 

deficient. For example, if the document just 

contained a title.  

 

 

7 Applications must include 

the name of the proposed 

neighbourhood forum 

While most Forums seem to have included their 

geographical name and the word ‘Forum’ in 

their name, this is not always the case. The 

legislation offers the flexibility to come up with 

alternatives ideas. Forums in Liverpool include 

L8 Forum and LoveCanning Business 

Neighbourhood Forum. 

8 Applications must include 

a copy of the written 

constitution of the 

proposed neighbourhood 

forum; 

 

This criteria rather duplicates criteria 8. 

9 Applications must include 

the name of the 

neighbourhood area to 

which the application 

relates and a map which 

identifies the area 

 

Given that guidance states that LPAs can 

consult on Forum and Area designation 

applications in parallel, this criteria cannot be 

fully complied with in such a scenario. LPAs 

would approach this pragmatically and may 

also support groups in the production of a map 

that shows the area in granular detail 

10 Applications must include 

the contact details of at 

least one member of the 

proposed neighbourhood 

forum  

With a view to ensure transparency, at least 

one Forum representative must provide a point 

of contact. This is typically made public by the 

LPA. 

11 Applications must include 

a statement which explains 

how the proposed 

This principle in mirrored in plan-making, 

whereby groups must submit a statement 

setting out how they meet each of the ‘basic 

conditions’ that the plan is tested against during 
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neighbourhood forum 

meets criteria 1-6 

an independent examination. It seems to offer a 

helpful opportunity to ensure groups have not 

forgotten to clearly state that they have 

complied with all the mandatory legal test.  

 

 

In addition to the test above, LPAs are steered towards other considerations. They 

must take into account the factors below: 

 

Discretionary legal criteria for Neighbourhood Forum designation 

 

Criteria 

No. 

Criteria detail 

 

Commentary 

12 Group that has secured 

(or taken reasonable 

steps to attempt to 

secure) that its 

membership includes at 

least one individual who 

lives, works, or is 

elected in the relevant 

area. 

In recognition that people who work or 

represent the area may not actually want to 

join the forum, this criteria gives Forums an 

opportunity to demonstrate that they have tried 

to attract members from these three key 

groups.  

 

Experiences in London suggest that getting 

local councillors involved in the process has 

been challenging (reference).  

13 Group membership is 

drawn from different 

places in their area. 

This is one of the more controversial  criteria 

as it has certainly been interpreted by some 

communities and LPAs as a requirement to 

have members from every corner of the area. 

That’s not what the criteria says – it seems 

designed to ensure a reasonable geographical 

spread,  

14 Group membership is 

drawn from different 

sections of the 

community in their 

area. 

One LPA have previously interpreted this 

criteria as relating to the protected 

characteristics outlined in discrimination 

legislation (Lambeth ref). It seems likely that if 

this were the intention, there would have been 

a refence in legislation equalities. The OED 

defines sections as: 

“Any of the more or less distinct parts into 

which something is or may be divided or from 

which it is made up.” (reference)  
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This criteria seems deliberately vague to give 

forums and/or LPAs discretion. Some groups 

have used census data to identify sections of 

their community and then consider whether or 

not proactive action needs to be taken to invite 

forum membership from and under-

represented sections.  

15 The purpose of the 

group reflects (in 

general terms) the 

character of that area, 

This is perhaps the least well defined criteria. 

Elsewhere in legislation there is a reference to 

conservation area preservation groups, who 

typically focus their attention on the “character” 

of an area, with specific reference to it’s built 

form. How a forum could demonstrate in any 

meaningful way that their purpose generally 

reflects such an ambiguous term as 

“character” is unclear.  
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Appendix 2: 177 Forums that have received neighbourhood planning support 

between April 2015 and March 2019 

 

Organisation name LPA 

Shoreham Beach Neighbourhood Forum Adur 

Teversal, Stanton Hill and Skegby Neighbourhood 
Plan Ashfield 

West Finchley Neighbourhood Forum Barnet 

Mill Hill Neighbourhood Forum Barnet 

Hovefields and Honiley Neighbourhood Forum Basildon 

Beeches, Booths and Barr Neighbourhood Forum Birmingham 

Jewellery Quarter Development Trust CIC Birmingham 

OVER HULTON NEIGHBOURHOOD FORUM Bolton 

Queens Park Ward Neighbourhood Forum Bournemouth 

Boscombe and Pokesdown Neighbourhood Plan Bournemouth 

Idle and Thackley Neighbourhood Forum Bradford 

Kilburn Neighbourhood Forum Brent 

Harlesden Community Forum Brent 

Hove Station Neighbourhood Forum Brighton and Hove 

Brighton Marina Neighbourhood Forum Brighton and Hove 

Hengrove and Whitchurch Park Neighbourhood 
Planning Forum Bristol, City of 

Ambition Lawrence weston Bristol, City of 

Chetwynd The Toton and Chilwell Neighbourhood 
Forum Broxtowe 

Bramcote Neighbourhood Forum Broxtowe 

Rastrick Neighbourhood Forum Calderdale 

Park ward Neighbourhood forum Calderdale 

Sowerby Neighbourhood Forum Calderdale 

Greetland Norland and West Vale Forum Calderdale 

South Newnham Neighbourhood Forum Cambridge 

Camley Street Neighbourhood Forum Camden 

Dartmouth Park Neighbourhood Forum Camden 
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Hampstead Neighbourhood Forum Camden 

Redington Frognal Neighbourhood Forum Camden 

Kentish Town Neighbourhood Forum Camden 

Somers Town Community Association Camden 

Hesters Way Neighbourhood Development Forum Cheltenham 

Newsome Ward Community Forum City of Kirklees 

Centara Neighbourhood Forum (Corby) Corby 

willenhall community forum Coventry 

Grovehill Future Neighbourhood Forum Dacorum 

Blackwell Neighbourhood Forum Darlington 

Park ward Neighbourhood forum Doncaster 

Central Ealing Neighbourhood Forum Ealing 

West Ealing Centre Neighbourhood Forum Ealing 

Hadley Wood Neighbourhood Forum Enfield 

Titchfield Neighbourhood Forum Fareham 

Moorings Greenwich 

East Greenwich Residents Association Greenwich 

Well Street Neighbourhood Forum Hackney 

West Ken Gibbs Green Community Homes Hammersmith and Fulham 

The Hammersmith and Fulham Neighbourhood 
Planning Working Group Hammersmith and Fulham 

Saddington Neighbourhood Forum Harborough 

Crouch End Neighbourhood Forum Haringey 

Highgate Neighbourhood Forum Haringey 

Emsworth Forum Ltd Havant 

Ickenham Neighbourhood Forum Hillingdon 

Horsham Blueprint Neighbourhood Forum Horsham 

Clayton le Moors and Altham Neighbourhood 
Forum Hyndburn 

Mount Pleasant Neighbourhood Forum Islington 

South West Kettering (Headlands Community) 
Neighbourhood Forum Kettering 



57 

 

Lonsdale community centre Kingston upon Hull 

St Andrews Kingston upon Hull 

Thornton Neighbourhood Plan Kingston upon Hull 

Round the Block Kingston upon Hull 

North Kingston Neighbourhood Forum Kingston upon Thames 

Kennington, Oval and Vauxhall Neighbourhood 
Forum Lambeth 

Tulse Hill Lambeth 

Herne Hill Forum Lambeth 

South Bank and Waterloo Neighbours Lambeth 

Friends of Crystal Palace Park - Working Group Lambeth 

Norwood Planning Assembly Lambeth 

Little Woodhouse Neighbourhood Planning Forum Leeds 

Kirkstall Neighbourhood Forum Leeds 

Oulton and Woodlesford Neighbourhood Forum Leeds 

Adel Neighbourhood Forum Leeds 

GNPF (Garforth Neighbourhood Planning Forum) Leeds 

Aireborough Neighbourhood Development Forum Leeds 

Rothwell Neighbourhood Forum Leeds 

Carlton Village Neighbourhood Forum Leeds 

Hyde Park Neighbourhood Forum Leeds 

Headingley Neighbourhood Forum Leeds 

Holbeck Neighbourhood Forum Leeds 

Beeston Neighbourhood Forum Leeds 

Knighton Neighbourhood Forum Leicester 

Grove Park Neighbourhood Forum Lewisham 

Sydenham Hill Ridge Forum Lewisham 

DNA (Deptford Neighbourhood Action) Lewisham 

Lee Forum CIC Lewisham 

HopCroft Neighbourhood Forum Lewisham 

Crofton Park and Honor Oak Park Forum Lewisham 
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Corbett Estate Neighbourhood Forum Lewisham 

Healthy Habits Lewisham 

KensingtonVision CIC Liverpool 

Hartley's Village Neighbourhood Forum Liverpool 

Love Canning Business Neighbourhood Forum Liverpool 

Liverpool 8 Liverpool 

Engage Liverpool CIC - Historic Downtown Liverpool 

Northenden Neighbourhood Forum Ltd Manchester 

Levenshulme Neighbourhood forum Manchester 

The Arches Neighbourhood Planning Group Medway 

kingston park neighbourhood forum Newcastle upon Tyne 

Greater Carpenters Neighbourhood Forum Newham 

Royal Docks Community Voice Newham 

school 21 foundation Newham 

Semilong and Trinity Neighbourhood forum Northampton 

Growing Together Northampton 

Cathedral Magdalen and St Augustine's 
Neighbourhood Forum Norwich 

Old Oak Neighbourhood Forum OPDC 

Wolvercote Neighbourhood Forum Oxford 

Headington Neighbourhood Forum Oxford 

Summertown St margaret's Neighbourhood Forum Oxford 

Plympton St Mary Neighbourhood Forum Plymouth 

Hoe Neighbourhood Forum Plymouth 

Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum Poole 

Milton Neighbourhood Planning Forum Portsmouth 

NOISE (Neighbourhoods of Ilford South Engage) Redbridge 

Ham and Petersham Neighbourhood Forum Richmond upon Thames 

Thornham St John's Neighbourhood Forum Rochdale 

Rooley Moor Neighbourhood Forum CIO Rochdale 

Littleborough Neighbourhood Forum Rochdale 
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Edenfield Community Neighbourhood Forum Rossendale 

Thorpe Neighbourhood Forum Runnymede 

Jubilee Park Community Centre Sandwell 

Kelham Island and Neepsend Neighbourhood 
Forum Sheffield 

BBEST Neighbourhood Planning Forum Sheffield 

DORE NEIGHBOURHOOD FORUM Sheffield 

Knowle, Dorridge and Bentley Heath 
Neighbourhood Forum Solihull 

Whitburn Neighbourhood Forum South Tyneside 

East Boldon Neighbourhood Forum South Tyneside 

Elephant and Walworth neighbourhood forum Southwark 

Bankside Neighbourhood Forum Southwark 

High Lane Village Neighbourhood Forum Stockport 

Marple Neighbourhood Forum Stockport 

Woodford Neighbourhood Forum Stockport 

Middleport Matters Community Trust Stoke-on-Trent 

Burslem Park Neighbourhood Forum Stoke-on-Trent 

Hanford and Trentham Neighbourhood Forum Stoke-on-Trent 

Second Look Stoke Stoke-on-Trent 

Deepcut Neighbourhood Forum Surrey Heath 

Belmont and South Cheam Neighbourhood 
Development Forum Sutton 

Beddington North Neighbourhood Forum Sutton 

Hackbridge and Beddington Corner 
Neighbourhood Development Group Sutton 

Denton South Neighbourhood Planning Forum Ltd Tameside 

MARGATE NEIGHBOURHOOD PLAN FORUM Thanet 

Torquay Neighbourhood Plan Forum Torbay 

Paignton Neighbourhood Plan Forum Torbay 

Roman Road Bow Neighbourhood Forum Tower Hamlets 

Spitalfields Neighbourhood Planning Forum Tower Hamlets 

Isle of Dogs Neighbourhood Planning Forum Tower Hamlets 
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East Shoreditch Neighbouhood Planning Forum 
(ESNPF) Tower Hamlets 

Altrincham Town Centre Business Neighbourhood 
Plan Trafford 

St James Neighbourhood Forum (Walthamstow) Waltham Forest 

Tooting Bec and Broadway Neighbourhood Forum Wandsworth 

Askerswell Neighbourhood Forum West Dorset 

Soho Neighbourhood Forum Westminster 

Victoria Neighbourhood Forum Westminster 

BELGRAVIA NEIGHBOURHOOD FORUM Westminster 

Fitzrovia West Neighbourhood Forum Westminster 

Mayfair Neighbourhood Forum Westminster 

Maida Hill Neighbourhood Forum Westminster 

Notting Hill East Neighbourhood Forum Westminster 

Pimlico Neighbourhood Forum Westminster 

St James Neighbourhood Forum (Westminster) Westminster 

Knightsbridge Neighbourhood Forum Westminster 

Churchill Gardens Neighbourhood Forum Westminster 

The Marylebone Neighbourhood Forum Ltd Westminster 

Hyde Park and Paddington Neighbourhood Forum Westminster 

Sutton Poyntz Society Weymouth and Portland 

Abram Ward Community Co-Operative Wigan 

Standish Voice Wigan 

Central Windsor Neighbourhood Plan for Business Windsor and Maidenhead 

Windsor Neighbourhood Plan Windsor and Maidenhead 

Wirral Development Trust (Leasowe) Wirral 

Birkenhead and Tranmere Neighbourhood 
Planning Forum Wirral 

North Birkenhead Development Trust Wirral 

Beechwood Community Trust Wirral 

Hoe Valley Neighbourhood Forum Woking 

Pyrford Neighbourhood Forum Woking 
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Brookwood and Bridley Neighbourhood Forum Woking 

West Byfleet Neighbourhood Forum Woking 

All Saints Action Network Wolverhampton 

Daws Hill Neighbourhood Forum Wycombe 

 

 

 

 


