
Item for Meeting of Chairmen, Vice Chairmen of District 
Development, Area Plans Committees and Chairman of 
Planning Services Scrutiny Panel 10/02/11(The “Chairs” 
Meeting.) 
 
1.  The Director of Planning & Economic Development has been 
to several meetings of the above to observe, and be seen to be 
taking an interest in these meetings, as well as those which he 
more generally attends. 
 
2.  I thought it useful to share my key observations, because  a 
feature of previous “Chairs “ Meetings has been to reflect on the 
meetings to see what improvements can be made. 
 
3.  The key points are as follows: 
 

• Display of plans, elevations, aerial and other 
photographs. 

 
4.  There is a very considerable contrast to when I recall being a 
lead officer at these meetings; then the officer stood with a set of 
plans attempting to display them on the rather less than clear main 
screen in the Council Chamber. 
 
5.  Now there are a series of PowerPoint presentation slides 
with clear plans, titles and which include elevations, plans aerial 
and other photographs; these are used to give very high quality 
presentation by the Officers, and assist members in their 
deliberations. These do require quite an effort to be assembled, 
but that effort is plainly worthwhile. 
 
6.  What was particularly noticeable is that even when speakers 
are making points which are in opposition to the views of officers, 
that the plan or photograph is displayed relating to the speaker’s 
point. This is a worthy professional arrangement. It would not 
necessarily be detected from the webcast or the minutes of the 
meeting; it is only seen by those present. 
 

• Quality of presentations by Officers 
 
7.  I witnessed quite a number of staff from the Directorate 
giving presentations, which were all given professionally. There 
are only minor points of improvement for a few individuals.  



8.  There is a view in some quarters that Essex is flat, when the 
topography of some sites is quite complex, and subtle level 
differences can have quite an impact upon the Member 
assessment.  If someone is describing the site as being on a steep 
incline that should be clear from the plans and/or the report. 
 
It is recommended that presentation methods will be reviewed 
with this objective in mind. 
 

• Quality of reports 
 
9.  For the most part the quality of reports, and the depth of the 
information provided appeared to be pitched at the right level.  
Areas for improvement include;  

� One item had made the agenda of an area Committee 
which should have gone straight to the District 
Development Committee. 

� One item was the unusual reporting of a Certificate of 
Lawful Development application to the Committee for 
determination; this was deferred for a lawyer to be 
present; in future such cases, the need for the lawyer 
to be present needs to be factored in. 

� There are more minor points about whether all 
necessary conditions have made it to the agenda. 

 
• Venues 

 
10.  Whilst I understand the benefits of having the largest Area 
Committee having its meeting within its local area, there are clearly 
some considerable logistical issues in getting all the necessary 
staff and equipment to the school. I sat in the front row of seats 
within the audience, and I did not consider that the Councillor 
name badges are particularly visible; the font size, possibly the 
black on white and the orientation of the signs may help the 
webcast, but was not clear for someone in the audience, 
particularly if this was  their first time at such a meeting. 
 
The Chairmen’s meeting recommended that Area Plans South 
are asked to review the pros and cons of meeting at this 
location. 
 
11.  It may be helpful in the Chairman’s opening introductions to 
introduce all members present, so that the public then know who is 



present. This is then reinforced when the Chairman invites 
particular members to speak. 
 
It is recommended that Chairmen introduce the other 
Councillors present during the opening introductions. 
 
 

• Consistency 
 
12.  I witnessed different styles from different Officers, and from 
the different Chairmen.  I see no issue with their being different 
styles, but there is plainly the opportunity for different approaches 
to be used, which others would then consider to be inconsistent, or 
possibly unfair.  It has been suggested to me that the receipt of 
information such as letters or photographs has been dealt with 
differently at different meetings, although I did not witness this. 
 
13.  I understand that colleague Officers and Members who have 
dealt with at least one case that was considered by the Standards 
Committee queried the practice of their being more than one 
Chairman for the Area Committees, and that some comparisons 
were made between what the rules indicate, and what Chairmen 
were doing. Whilst there is always going to be a need for discretion 
for Chairmen, it is clear that the public will test the ways things are 
handled, especially if they do not get the decision they seek. 
 
14. It is recommended that these points could be a useful 
topic for future training (both for Officers and Members) 
 

• Summarising 
 
15.  My attention has been drawn to the importance of the 
Chairman providing a short summary of the decision that has been 
made;  this would be generally, where there has been a debate 
about the item,  but especially where there has been a complex or 
contentious debate and where there may have been protracted 
discussion, and to make a positive habit of doing this. 
 
16.  There is a live case (not determined at a Committee when I 
was present) in which there is a Judicial Review. Some reliance 
was being placed on the short minute about that case, but when 
the webcast is viewed, the Chairman had usefully summarised 
matters as follows: 



 
Transcript of recommendation 
 
Chairman: “Those in favour of granting permission with conditions” 
 
Committee Clerk: “Those in favour 5 Chairman those against 2 
Chairman, Abstentions 4”. 
 
Chairman of Plans West Committee: 
 
“So permission is granted with the recommendation to the Lea 
Valley Park Authority that this permission is granted. They have 
two weeks to react and they may require us to call this into the 
Secretary of State. So although Epping Forest Council Plans West 
is granting permission there may be further obstacles along the 
path.  I think we should be aware of that. Anyway, permission 
granted from this commission. Thank you for your attendance”  
 
17.  I understand that some of these points have been picked up 
by Members in considering how meetings have been conducted, 
and that role play training is useful in emphasising the importance 
of such summaries. 
 
It is recommended that Chairmen summarise the decision 
taken after complex discussions or debates before moving to 
the next item. 
 

• “An old favourite” 
 
18.  Cases involving extensions to residential properties within 
the Metropolitan Green Belt have been a regular feature of 
Committee deliberations for many years.  Such cases also 
produce a regular stream of appeals, whilst many are determined 
under delegated powers. The fundamentals are not new, and there 
will probably always be some cases where the public airing of the 
cases does produce some decisions where the weighing of the 
evidence produces a different decision; all professional officers 
have to cope with seeing some decisions go against their advice, 
that is democracy. 
 
19.  However, the number of such cases does concern me, 
particularly because major consultation exercises in recent time on 
the Sustainable Community Strategy, and the Community 



Visioning results in connection with the Core Planning Strategy, 
both emphasise the value the local community places on the 
protection of the Green Belt. 
 
20.  There is most definitely a discussion or training issue here. 
Put colloquially one is supposed to keep the Green Belt as open 
as possible.   
 
21.  A residential property in the Green Belt has permitted 
development rights which have been made more generous over 
the years. 
 
22.  Developments exceeding permitted development require 
planning permission.  The objective assessment of those cases 
where EFDC or an Inspector is considering the planning 
application can be seen to fall into two categories. One category 
contains those instances where Government advice and Local 
Policy have set parameters, and the proposal is a 
limited/reasonable extension to the existing dwelling  (and 
recognises how the dwelling has already been extended since the 
Green Belt has existed) On the basis of experience, and reflecting 
appeal decisions, an extension which takes the dwelling to 40% 
above its original size is about the limit of that category. Such 
cases fall within policy, and many are so granted. The 40% may 
recognise that some demolition of other domestic structures such 
as previous extensions can be factored in. Such cases are 
recognised as appropriate development in the Green Belt, and 
reduce the openness of the Green Belt to what is a strictly limited 
degree. 
 
23.  It is also possible to demonstrate that very special 
circumstances exist, and there may always be cases where 
Members determine, or an appeal Inspector determines, that such 
circumstances exist and that permission can unusually be granted.  
They will involve inappropriate development being sanctioned, 
which is against the principle of keeping the green belt as open as 
possible, and such cases should be rarities. 
 
24.  There must be a concern if the decision which is reached 
under delegated powers, or at appeal is similar, but that there is 
much greater variability of decision at Committee. The risks are 
obvious; a similar development may not be getting a similar 
outcome, and that opens the Authority to challenge. 



 
25.  It is recommended that a discussion session or a 
training session is organised to consider these matters 
objectively. 
 

• Procedures 
 
26.  Members at meetings are required to consider and to 
declare certain interests; that is only proper, but the volume of 
those declarations at Area Committee South was considerable, 
and this was a feature of the minutes of their previous meeting. It 
raises a question about whether those who are Tree wardens and 
are on Local Councils could be able to be taken as having given a 
standard declaration that covers their non prejudicial declaration 
for those reasons? I understand having spoken with colleagues 
that this would require amendment to the National Code of 
conduct, although that code is due to be discontinued and what will 
be contained in its replacement is not yet clear . 
 
27.  I further note that there is also an issue about the ‘quality’ of 
the declaration.  When the Councillor has considered their position 
(whether advised by the Monitoring Officer, or whether they are 
following the lead of others, or not) It is important to clearly state 
the relevant words personal/prejudicial/non-prejudicial.  It is not 
sufficient to say ‘as before,’ ‘the usual’ or just ‘Town Council’  
 
28.  Specific training in relation to interests/ planning protocol is 
run by the Monitoring Officer/Deputy Monitoring Officer/ Assistant 
Director of Planning (Development.) 
 
It is recommended that when the National Code is  removed 
or amended that consideration is given to whether non 
prejudicial interests can be clearly recorded in a standard 
manner. 
 
It is further recommended that Members are reminded about 
the need to clearly state the words personal/prejudicial/non-
prejudicial, and not to use other words or abbreviations. 
 
Conclusion 
 



29.  I enjoyed attending the meetings so far. I recommend that it 
would be beneficial for some targeted training for Officers and 
Members on the points raised above. 
 
30.  I have discussed several of  the points I noted with the 
Monitoring Officer and the Deputy Monitoring Officer in compiling 
this note, and I thank them for their assistance. 


