North Norfolk District Council Local Development Framework

Examination of Site Specific Proposals 

and Single Policy* Review DPDs
(*Conversion & Re-Use of Rural Buildings as Dwellings)

Pre-Hearings Meeting (PHM)

1000 hrs, 8 June 2010 at NNDC Offices, Cromer
Inspector’s speaking notes

1.  My name is Paul Dobsen.  I’m a chartered town planner, and a Senior Planning Inspector with over 20 years experience in the Planning Inspectorate.  I have been appointed by the Secretary of State (under section 20 of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004) to hold examinations into the soundness of 2 Development Plan Documents (DPDs), submitted as part of their Local Development Framework by North Norfolk District Council in March 2010.

2.  The 2 DPDs are, firstly, the district-wide Site Specific Proposals, and secondly, a Single Policy Review, on the conversion and re-use of rural buildings as dwellings.  Reference to “the examination” comprises the whole process, from the submission of the DPDs to the issue of my binding reports on them.

3.  This PHM concerns both DPDs.  The hearings into the Site Specific Proposals DPD will begin, at this venue, on Tuesday 20 July, and are expected to last 8 days, spread over 3 consecutive weeks.  The hearing for the single policy review will follow, on the last programmed day.  I anticipate that the last hearings will be on 5 August, after which I will prepare my 2 reports.  In the event that the hearings overrun, and cannot be concluded by 5 August, it may be necessary to arrange one or two additional dates in September, but I would very much prefer to avoid any need for that.
4.  I will speak for about 10 more minutes, and then invite questions.  A brief note of this PHM will be circulated to all those who have attended it, or requested one, and it will also be posted on the examination website.

5.  I now wish to introduce Hayley Cawthorne, who is the Programme Officer for the examinations. She is working under my direction, and independently of the Council. She is responsible for organising the programme, liaising with representors, and acting as a link between me and the Council.  She will also maintain the examination library, and ensure that all documents received are recorded and distributed to those who have requested them.  In addition, she can advise on all venue and “housekeeping” matters related to the hearings – such as car parking, photocopying etc.  Hayley, do you want to say something now about today’s attendance list, and fire safety precautions?
6.  I will now invite the Council to introduce their team…
7.  I must now ask the Council formally to confirm that it has completed the statutory procedures required under S20(5)(a) of the Act in respect of these 2 DPDs, and met the tests for legal compliance. 

8.  You should all have a copy of today’s agenda and the Inspector’s Guidance Notes.  I will now go on to refer to some, but not all, of the matters contained in the Guidance Notes.

9.  The purpose of this PHM is for me to explain certain procedural and administrative matters relating to the examinations.  It is not to discuss the content or merits of the 2 DPDs in question, as that is a matter for the hearings themselves.

10.  I must emphasise that I am not required to consider each and every “objection” to the DPDs which has come out of consultations, or to report on them.  Under the current development plans system, objections no longer have any status as such.  Instead, I must consider whether or not the DPDs are sound, as described in the regulations and in PPS 12, which remains the leading national policy guidance on the system.  My starting point is that, upon submission, the Council was satisfied that the DPDs were sound.  I should add that the Council has produced 2 very comprehensive documents entitled “Tests of Soundness” (library references A1.9 and A2.7) which are their own self-assessments of the DPDs in terms of soundness, and I would strongly recommend anyone who is challenging their soundness to read those documents.
11.  So, while the Council thinks its DPDs are sound, that will be tested through the examination hearings.  The representations are of course a main input for my deliberations, but I am able to raise other matters too which go to the soundness, or otherwise, of the DPDs.  The hearings are intended to be an inquisitorial process under my direction, although there is a right to be heard for anyone who has made representations seeking a change to a DPD.  So, anyone appearing at the hearings needs to be very clear, about precisely what change is needed, in their opinion, to make a DPD “sound”.

12.  I have drawn up lists of matters and issues (one for each DPD) which I think I need to focus on, and which have been circulated today.  I have prepared these in the light of the Council’s identification of issues.  You will see that I set out a number of questions (about 27, at the last count) which I want answered, and which, collectively, go to the heart of the soundness of the DPDs.  The questions are deliberately phrased in fairly “broad-brush” terms, so as to embrace many of detailed points made by representors, as set out in the Council’s issues papers.  Following this meeting, I will look again at the representations, with a view to producing a brief issues note prior to each hearing session.  This will not prevent participants from raising other issues, provided they are relevant to the central matter of the DPD’s soundness.
13.  To recap, DPDs need to be legally compliant, as described in PPS 12.  Also, they must be justified, effective, and consistent with national policy.  Those are the formal tests of soundness.
14.  On the hearings programme, a provisional programme has been tabled today, along with a list of representors who have said they wish to speak.  Comments on this provisional programme are invited (within 8 working days)  - i.e. by Friday 18 June – so that the PO can prepare a firm programme.

15.   The hearings themselves will normally start at 10 am. and 2 pm. each day, and will finish by 5 pm.  They will occur on Tuesdays to Thursdays each week, as I will need Mondays and Fridays to do unaccompanied site visits, and to travel back and forth from Norfolk.  Participants must keep in touch with the PO to check the progress of the examination, and to ensure they are present at the appropriate time.  The hearing format is often used in planning appeals, and is usually a relaxed and informal opportunity for a round table discussion.  Statements will not be read out, but will be taken as read.  There will be no debate on the merits of national or regional policies, although these may be referred to. Nor will there be any re-run of the North Norfolk Core Strategy examination; the Core Strategy is now a part of the development plan, and is not due for review.  There will be no formal presentation of cases, and no legal representation involving the public inquiry processes of cross examination, and so on. However, representors may if they wish use professional agents to put forward their arguments.  In general, the emphasis will be on informality, and there is no need for anyone to wear a suit and tie, or any equally formal attire, especially if the weather is hot!

16.  I will begin each session by making a few brief comments on the matters I want to cover, and I will then invite someone, sometimes the Council, to start the discussion: in the Council’s case, that might be by outlining their reasons for making a particular site specific proposal.  I will then ask others briefly to state their views.  I myself will not say very much, although I will of course direct the discussion.  I will try to ensure that it does not veer off in directions which I think are irrelevant, unhelpful, or repetitive.  I will also take a note of key points, but there will be no verbatim record (or recording) of the hearings.  Participants may put questions to the Council, or to each other, but I myself will not answer questions on anything but procedural matters. Nor will I be able to have any private conversations with representors during the breaks in the hearings.  By the end of a session, each participant should have had the opportunity to make the important, relevant points he or she wants to be heard.

17.  Anyone appearing at the hearings will do so only because they wish to take part in the discussion.  They have a choice: they may either rely upon the written statements they’ve already submitted during the formal consultation, or submit a short, further statement which is focused on the matters and issues, and the questions I have raised.  This should contain no more than 3000 words. The deadline for receipt by the Programme Officer is 30 June.  In general, there should be no need for people to expand upon their original representations because these should have explained in what way they consider the DPD is unsound.  And I must emphasise that word limit – this is not an opportunity to send in masses of new evidence.
18.  Now, I realise that the hearings are going to be held in a high holiday season.  But that is unavoidable, given the timing of submission of the DPDs, and the need to proceed efficiently with their examination.  Also, discussions on site allocations at a particular settlement will, inevitably, have to occur on a particular day, and not on separate days, and this may inconvenience some people.  In those circumstances, a representor who cannot attend may wish to send a deputy to speak for him or her.

19.  The examination library, which is looked after by the PO, contains all the written material pertinent to the examinations.  Documents lists and some of the documents themselves will also be available on the examination website.

20.  Now a word about a few other matters.  I will be making unaccompanied visits at various times before, during and after the hearings.  It may be that for reasons of gaining access to a site I will also have to do some accompanied visits, with a representative of the landowner and the Council.  But there will be no discussion of the merits of the allocation at those accompanied visits.  If the need for such a visit is foreseen, please let the PO know, and arrangements can then be made.

21.  A word on costs.  Everyone appearing at a hearing will meet their own costs.  Unlike in planning appeals, there is no provision for any costs claims against other parties.

22.  As with planning appeals, I will need to take into account any new statements of Government policy before I submit my reports; that includes any relevant policy statements by the new Government, as well as late statements by the previous Government which are still extant, such as PPS 4 (Planning for Sustainable Economic Growth) and PPS 5 (Planning for the Historic Environment).

23.  Finally, I must refer to the Council’s Schedules of Key Changes, and of Minor Modifications to the DPDs.  These are in response to the last round of public consultations, and the Council has asked me to take them into account.  They may be subject to further changes as we go through the examinations, and I will need in due course to append the final versions to my reports.  I will ask the Council for those on the last sitting day of the examination.  But it is for me to decide whether or not the proposed key changes and the minor modifications should be included in the DPDs.
24.  That is all I want to say.  Are there any questions?  Could anyone asking a question first give your name, and whether you represent an organisation, such as a Town or Parish Council, or an individual client, such as an interested landowner.
Paul Dobsen, Inspector
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