
 

PLANNING PEER CHALLENGE  
CROSS PARTY WORKING GROUP 

NOTES OF MEETING 

FRIDAY 7 SEPTEMBER 2018  

Attendees 

Councillors Officers 
Robert Ashman James Arnold 
John Geary  Chris Elston 
John Legrys Melanie Long 
Nigel Smith Ian Nelson (from 1.00pm) 
 Louis Sebastian  
 PAS 
 Jack Hopkins (Chair) 

 

1  Apologies for absence 
 
Apologies were received from Councillors John Bridges, Trevor Pendleton, Tony 
Saffell and John Cummins (PAS). 
 
Ian Nelson was present from 1.00pm.  
 
2 Notes of the previous meeting 
 
AGREED:- That the notes of the previous meeting be confirmed as an accurate record 
of the meeting. 
 
3 Call-In Refinements 
 
LS introduced a briefing note which had been included as part of the agenda. It set out 
proposed refinements to the call-in process following the implementation of earlier 
recommendations. One such refinement was to overcome the recent issue whereby an 
officer was given pre-application advice that their application would likely be refused. 
However, they proceeded with the application on the basis it would be submitted to 
the Committee to, in essence, get another ‘bite of the cherry’. This negates the 
perception of bias which the previous recommendation set out to achieve.  
 
Another refinement related to instances where a member had a pecuniary interest in 
a particular planning application and was conflicted out of any involvement. The 
question was asked as to who should be tasked with being able to call in the 
application if the ward member was conflicted out? The Group considered whether 
this person should be another member, an officer or subject to automatic call-in.  It 
was also agreed that whatever decision was made, this should be extended to include 
ward members who could not act due to reasons of ill health. It was felt that 



 
 

applications in such circumstances should be referred to the Chair and Vice-Chair of 
the Planning Committee to enable consideration of call-in. 
 
On discussing the issue of pecuniary interests, the question of Freemasons was raised 
and it was confirmed that as long as membership of the Freemasons was declared, 
then an element of trust had to be applied that the member is not being leant on in 
any way. It was argued that there was a much unfounded mystique around the motives 
and influence of Freemasons. 
 
Further discussion ensued around the issue of Planning Committee members living in 
the ward for which a planning application has been received, particularly if they are 
also a parish councillor for that area. This gave them a distinct advantage at 
Committee given that they had local knowledge and information which the rest of the 
Committee were not privy to. The argument was that all members of the Planning 
Committee should be privy to exactly the same information. It was agreed that parish 
and town councillors should withdraw from the meeting of the Planning Committee if 
they were party to the decision at their parish/town council meeting.      
 
Finally, there was a discussion around the need to enable a large scale planning 
application to be called in, particularly where it extended over boundaries. JA 
confirmed that there was already provision for this in the Constitution. 
 
AGREED 
 

1. That it be recommended to Council that 
 
(a) Officer/member/relatives’ applications only be referred to Planning 

Committee where officers are minded to approve the application and there 
are objections with material planning reasons. 

 
(b) Where a member takes no part in a planning application due to having a 

pecuniary interest or is unavailable due to ill health, the application be 
automatically referred to the Chair and Vice-Chair of the Planning 
Committee to enable a decision to be made as to whether or not the 
application should be called-in. 

 
2. That a guidance note be drafted for the next meeting setting out what 

councillors can and can’t do when they are a ward member or a parish/town 
councillor and clarity around pre-determination.  

 
ACTIONS 
 

1. LS to prepare a report for Council setting out the above recommendations. 
2. JH/LS to prepare a guidance note for the next meeting of the Cross Party 

Working Group on pre-determination. 
3. ML to update the action sheet and add the above issue on the agenda for the 

next meeting.   
   
4 Pre-Application Process/Member Engagement 
 
CE sought views on the document which had been circulated regarding the pre-
application process in order that he could pass these on the JC.  
 
JL explained that the difficulty faced by members was not knowing at what stage they 
needed to get involved, for fear of pre-determination. Also if developer led meetings 
were being held, should there not also be objector led meetings in order to provide a 



 
 

balance? In his absence, Councillor Saffell forwarded a response with which he sent 
an accompanying document which was the final report of the Planning Improvement 
Working Party published in 2010. He advised that this document covered many of the 
same discussion points. He requested that briefings for ward members be introduced 
for major applications which were likely to be controversial. It was agreed that JC will 
come back to the next meeting with a process taking into account members’ 
comments.   
 
ACTIONS 
 

1. All to read the pre-application guidance which was circulated before and at the 
meeting and provide comments to CE. 

2. CE to pass such comments on to JC to help inform a briefing note on process. 
3. ML to update the action sheet and add the above issue on the agenda for the 

next meeting.   
 
5 Planning Committee Processes 
 
It was considered that the voting arrangements at Planning Committee were in need 
of improvement given that it is not always apparent which members are voting and 
this makes it difficult when totting up the votes. A suggestion was made that voting 
cards be used, similar to those at Wychavon, as seen during a recent visit. However, it 
was felt that this could be quite cumbersome and may still not address the issue of 
members not making their intention clear. It was therefore suggested and agreed that 
all decisions made at Planning Committee be voted on by way of a recorded vote. 
 
An issue was raised whereby a ward member was not able to correct anomalies being 
relayed in the meeting due to the fact they could not take part.   
 
The briefing was still not working as there is an inclination to start debating the 
planning applications. It was therefore suggested that the planning committee 
briefings should be referred to as technical briefings to try and reinforce the point 
that these should be to enable planning officers to update members on technical 
aspects of the applications; which should not be debated at this stage.   
 
Members requested more use of video images of the planning sites rather than still 
photographs and it was agreed that this be looked into.  
 
It was acknowledged that the Highways Authority has a more active input into 
planning process which was welcomed. 
 
A debate ensued on the merits of Planning Committee members being advised when 
a refusal was likely to result in an appeal with costs. It was agreed that this was a fine 
line as some members would complain if they were not told and costs were 
subsequently incurred. Therefore a judgement call has to be made by officers on the 
appropriateness of when to refer to potential costs. It was acknowledged that an 
appropriate time for this to be raised is at the technical briefing.  
 
It was reported that debate was often stifled by the solicitor shouting members down 
and it was agreed that this was inappropriate and that all comments, from wherever 
they come, should be through the Chair.  
 
AGREED 

1. All future decisions made at Planning Committee be determined by way of a 
recorded vote. 

2. Planning briefings be referred to as planning technical briefings. 



 
 

3. Members be reminded that the questioning of speakers at Committee should 
take place only in exceptional circumstances 

4. Any questioning must be directly related to material planning considerations 
relevant to the case being considered 

5. All comments, from wherever they come, must be directed through the Chair. 
 
ACTION 

1. Democratic Services to ensure that a sufficient number of recorded vote sheets 
are provided for each meeting of the Planning Committee. 

2. Planning Services and Democratic Services to ensure that all future reference to 
planning committee briefings are referred to as Planning Committee Technical 
Briefings. 

3. Planning Services to look into videos of planning sites as opposed to still 
photographs. 

4. LS to speak to legal colleagues to ensure that all comments and observations 
be communicated through the Chair. 

 
6 Member Training 
 
Members considered the training themes, as identified at the last meeting and agreed 
that these were still appropriate. It was acknowledged that all Planning Committee 
members and all bar one substitute members had now received the requisite planning 
training.  
 
ACTION 
 

1. JH to produce a future training plan. 
 
7 Action Plan 
 
The Group noted the progress to date on the other recommendations set out in the 
action plan which has been updated following this meeting. 
 
8 Date and Time of Next Meeting 
 
It was noted that the next meeting would be held on Friday 5th October 2018. 

 

   The meeting commenced at 10.15am and closed at 2.00pm 


