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1. Introduction 
 

1.1. These representations provide a response on behalf of Chalfont St Peter Parish 
Council to Buckinghamshire Council’s Statement of Community Involvement (SCI) 
Consultation. The Parish Council is appreciative of this opportunity to provide 
feedback on the draft SCI.  

1.2. The Parish Council undertook a survey to collate feedback on the draft 
Buckinghamshire SCI. This survey was circulated to Parish Councillors in March 
2021. These representations present the key messages of the survey responses. 
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2. Discussion 

General 
 

The Parish Council views the draft Buckinghamshire SCI as a document which sets 
out to strictly fulfil the requirements set out in legislation, regulations, national 
policy and national guidance and leave all other activities that go beyond these 
strict requirements as ‘optional’. The draft SCI does not provide any real clarity on 
engagement processes and as such creates a considerable level of uncertainty as 
to how Buckinghamshire Council will engage with the public, parish councils and 
other key stakeholders. It should be recognised that current and previous 
practices pre-Unitary Council by Chiltern and South Bucks District Councils have 
created a considerable level of discomfort and frustration within the Parish 
Council, as it often felt that Buckinghamshire Council does not actively listen or 
genuinely take into consideration the concerns of the Parish Council. The Parish 
Council often feels like any engagement or communication from 
Buckinghamshire Council is a ‘tokenistic’ gesture. The Parish Council feels that the 
needs of our local community are at the heart of the organisation. The Parish 
Council want to make it easy for everyone in Buckinghamshire to participate and 
engage in their local community and influence decisions that will affect their lives 
and local communities.    

 
2.1. A key concern we have with the draft SCI is the continuous use of non-committal 

terminology. It is evident that the structuring of processes into ‘we will’ and ‘we 
must’ effectively minimises and muddies the overall responsibility and level of 
duties of Buckinghamshire Council. This omission of clear details on processes 
and procedures therefore has the potential to create a level of distrust between 
Buckinghamshire Council and local communities. In addition, the use of non-
committal phrasing conflicts with relevant legal principles, as in the case of R v. 
Inland Revenue Commissioners, ex p. MKK Underwriting Agencies Ltd [1990] 1 
WLR 1545 at 1570, it was stated that courts will require a public body to honour 
a procedural promise that is “clear, unambiguous and devoid of relevant 
qualification”1. It is therefore clear that the reliance on SCIs is framed around the 
principle of legitimate expectation.  
 

 
1 https://www.landmarkchambers.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/SL-Statements.pdf 



Troy Planning + Design | Bucks SCI, Chalfont St Peter Parish Council| March 2021 

 5 

2.2. With the above in mind, it is entirely unclear how the draft SCI inter-relates with 
Buckinghamshire’s recently published Town and Parish Charter Draft (January 
2021). The Charter positively sets out how Buckinghamshire Council will work 
with the Parish Council on planning matters. Specifically, Chapter 11 of the 
Charter states that “the Council will work closely with town and parish councils to 
recognise the importance of local knowledge held by town and parish councils”. 
This seemingly contradicts the draft SCI, which affords less appreciation of the 
Parish Council’s local knowledge through the consistent use of non-committal “we 
may” actions. Furthermore, the Charter also states that “Buckinghamshire Council 
will recognise town and parish council’s cycles of meetings, precept timelines etc” 
- whereas the draft SCI makes no such commitment. These inconsistencies 
present a serious flaw of Buckinghamshire Council’s approach to public 
engagement. 
 

2.3. To address these concerns, more clarity should be provided within the draft SCI 
i.e., removal of ‘we may’ in replacement for ‘we will’. There should also be 
guidance to set out how Buckinghamshire Council will decide whether a ‘we may’ 
action will or will not be taken. For example, if a planning application comes 
forward for 10+ units, Buckinghamshire Council will undertake x, y and z given 
the larger size of the scheme. This justification will help to build confidence 
between all parties. Further details on the Parish Council’s recommended 
changes to the ‘we may’ processes are set out below.  
 

2.4. There is also a general consensus among Parish Councillors that consultation 
timeframes are unrealistic due to the part-time nature of their role as Councillors. 
This is particularly the case for planning applications. However, the Parish Council 
recognises that Buckinghamshire Council is normally receptive in providing 
extended deadlines when requested by the Parish Council. It is recommended 
that this process should be continued, as this exchange develops a mutual 
understanding between the two parties.  
 

2.5. Other concerns raised within the survey of Parish Councillors, centred around the 
usability of Buckinghamshire Council’s consultation and engagement webpages. 
Specifically, it is considered that associated webpages focus heavily on the use of 
closed questions. The lack of open-ended questions limits the ability of 
respondents to voice their concerns in full. There is a clear need to provide a 
sufficient level of open and closed-ended questions to ensure that 
Buckinghamshire Council’s consultation processes are diplomatic and fully 
inclusive.   
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2.6. Further comments on specific plans and their associated engagement processes 
are set out below.  

 

Local Plan engagement process 
 

2.7. From the survey of Parish Councillors, it was felt that the concerns of the Parish 
Council were ignored during the previous Local Plan consultations. Whilst it is 
acknowledged that the previous engagement was between the Parish Council 
and Chiltern and South Buckinghamshire District Councils, recent exchanges with 
Buckinghamshire Council on other planning matters suggest that 
Buckinghamshire Council also fails to listen to and address the concerns of local 
residents, community groups and Parish Councillors.  
 

2.8. For example, during the previous Local Plan consultations, the Parish Council 
raised the issue of inconsistencies within the evidence base with Chiltern and 
South Buckinghamshire Councils (this included issues relating to the Green Belt 
Assessment). Despite best efforts by the Parish Council, Chiltern and South 
Buckinghamshire Councils were reluctant to meaningfully engage and address 
the issues raised. This resulted in further concerns that the planning officers had 
predetermined decisions on the Local Plan prior to consulting the Parish Council. 
These concerns were confirmed when the ‘Preferred Approach’ of the spatial 
strategy was published, as the selection process was not clearly set out or 
justified.  

 

2.9. To address the above concerns during the next Local Plan consultation, 
Buckinghamshire Council needs to commit to more thorough engagement 
practices. It is vital to recognise the importance of consultation at the formative 
plan-making stages, as, as approved in the R v. North and East Devon Authority 
ex p. Coughlan [2001] QB 213 case, the “Sedley Principles” stipulate that 
“sufficient reasons must be put forward for the proposal to allow for intelligent 
consideration and response – adequate time must be given for consideration and 
response”2. Indeed, the NPPF (Paragraph 16) is clear that Local Plans should “be 
shaped by early, proportionate and effective engagement between plan-makers 
and communities, local organisations, businesses, infrastructure providers and 
operators and statutory consultees”.  

 
2 https://www.landmarkchambers.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/SL-Statements.pdf 
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2.10. With the above in mind, it is the view of the Parish Council that the following 
‘we may’ actions are recognised as mandatory ‘we will’ actions at the ‘plan 
preparation’ stage: a) prepare a specific platform online so that people can get 
involved interactively, b) publish a draft plan for public consultation and c) engage 
town and parish councils and other stakeholders through workshops and forums. 
At the ‘plan publication stage and submission for examination’ stage, the 
following ‘we may’ actions should become obligatory: a) make paper copies of the 
plan document available at the main libraries and b) undertake briefings with 
town and parish councils and other stakeholders either online or in-person. The 
above actions will help to improve the accessibility and inclusivity of the Local Plan 
process and will help to ensure that the views of the local community are 
adequately addressed.  

 

Neighbourhood Plan engagement process 
 

2.11. Given that there are two ‘made’ Neighbourhood Plans within the Chiltern 
area (Chalfont St Peter and Chalfont St Giles3), the omission of information 
relating to the Neighbourhood Plan Update engagement process is an oversight 
of the draft SCI.  The Parish Council encourages Buckinghamshire Council to 
rethink this approach and provide information on indicative timescales and likely 
communication methods between parties when preparing a Neighbourhood Plan 
Update. This would help to minimise any misunderstanding. 

2.12. Furthermore, the Parish Council considers that further support should be 
given by Buckinghamshire Council to neighbourhood planning groups. This is 
particularly the case at the examination stage, where there is a need to improve 
communication between all parties and for those who helped prepare the 
neighbourhood plan should have greater involvement in the examination 
process.  

 

Supplementary Planning Document (SPD) engagement 
process 
 

2.13. Page 14 of the draft SCI states that “we will identify specific groups and 
individuals who are likely to have an interest in what the SPD will say”. It is 

 
3 https://chiltern.gov.uk/planning/neighbourhood 
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considered that this statement needs to be improved to confirm exactly how 
specific groups will be identified, as SPD topics are wide-ranging and therefore 
interested parties will vary. Further clarity on this matter is required.   

2.14. Again, the use of non-committal terminology is inadequate. To improve the 
SPD engagement process, the Parish Council considers that the following early 
engagement ‘we may’ action should become a mandatory action: a) invite views 
from the general public through surveys or by notifications on their website 
inviting comments or social media channels. With regard to the consultation 
stage, the following points should become obligatory ‘we will’ statements: a) issue 
a press release telling people about the consultation, b) make paper copies of the 
draft consultation SPD and supporting documentation available at the main 
libraries as appropriate, c) use social media to inform people that the consultation 
is taking place and produce an online video and d) consider the representations 
and put our responses to the issues raised in a Statement of Consultation 
document which will be available online and in the council offices/hubs where 
appropriate. At adoption stage, Buckinghamshire Council should be obliged to 
reach out on social media and make paper copies of the adopted document 
available at appropriate libraries.  

Planning application engagement process 
 

 

 
2.15. 66.6% of survey respondents stated that they had had ‘average’ 

experiences of viewing and commenting on planning applications, with a further 
33.3% stating that they’d had good experiences of undertaking this task. 
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8. How would you rate your experiences of viewing and commenting on 
planning applications?
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2.16. There is a general consensus that the planning application validation 
process is continually undermined and compromised. This is evidenced by the 
recent omission of supportive evidence and basic information within submission 
documents. In particular, the architectural drawings of recent submissions often 
lack basic information such as scaling and accurate dimensions, and often 
supporting evidence does not meet local validation requirements. The absence 
of such details makes it increasingly difficult for the Parish Council to consider the 
merits and issues of individual planning applications.  

 

2.17. Parish Councillors are also increasingly concerned by the failure of 
Buckinghamshire Council to inform neighbours of live planning applications 
which are adjacent or close to their properties. It is considered that this issue will 
be worsened by the apparent recent withdrawal of the requirement to give 
written notice to neighbouring property owners (the draft SCI states that the 
provision of a written measure is a ‘we may’ action only). This is a clear dereliction 
of duty by Buckinghamshire Council and is regarded as an inflammatory move 
which could effectively pit neighbours against one another. The Parish Council is 
therefore supportive of measures which improve local awareness, in addition to 
the implementation of a mediation process between property owners where 
necessary.  

 
2.18. Based on the above, the Parish Council deems it entirely unsatisfactory that 

the draft SCI states that the following may (our emphasis added) be undertaken 
by Buckinghamshire Council: a) display a planning notice near the site, b) post 
letters to neighbours adjoining the site, c) notify parish and town councils, and d), 
publicise a weekly list of planning applications via public channels. It is considered 
that this non-committal approach will result in a continued erosion of the existing 
protocols that are in place. It is also worth noting that Buckinghamshire Council 
‘we may’ action to “liaise with parish and town councils and local Community 
Boards, where relevant” provides insufficient details. The Parish Council feels that 
it is not appropriate to involve the Community Boards  on individual planning 
applications, however their input may be valuable on more strategic matters 
which affect the local area. To rectify the above points, the Parish Council urges 
Buckinghamshire Council to provide more clarity and better communication 
between all parties.  
 

2.19. During the Covid-19 pandemic, it is clear that Buckinghamshire Council is 
reluctant to undertake site visits. Whilst it is recognised that lockdown measures 
are in place, site visits are classified as ‘essential work’ and are therefore able to 
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go ahead. Despite this, Buckinghamshire Council has often cited the pandemic to 
justify reasons to not undertake a site visit. This reasoning has also been used to 
justify why Buckinghamshire Council is unable to undertake tree work within the 
Parish. The Parish Council is concerned that this inaction has resulted in a less 
thorough assessment of planning applications. It is well known that site visits help 
to provide insights into local context and the key constraints and opportunities of 
a site. With that in mind, the Parish Council encourages Buckinghamshire Council 
to reconsider its position on site visits to ensure that appropriate due diligence is 
undertaken. Where feasible, it is recommended that multiple site visits are 
undertaken to adequately assess changeable design factors such as daylight and 
traffic congestion.  

 

 

 
2.20. With regard to the determination process, it is considered that insufficient 

details are provided to justify the decisions made by planning officers. To address 
this, the Parish Council urges Buckinghamshire Council to provide further 
clarifications in the decision notice as to why its decisions may diverge from those 
opinions expressed by the Parish Council and others who formally commented 
on the application given its familiarity with the location and the ability to closely 
judge the effect of developments on the street scene and local amenities.  

2.21.  
2.22. In addition, a supplementary modifications note would be beneficial. It is 

envisioned that this would set out how recommended changes have been 
considered and how they have or have not been integrated into the proposal. In 
turn, this will aid transparency and will help to eliminate time-consuming manual 

0

1

2

3

Poor Average Good Very good

9. How would you rate Buckinghamshire Council’s level of engagement with the 
Parish Council when making them aware of recent planning applications within 

the parish? 
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checks made by the Parish Council to ascertain what modifications have been 
incorporated.   

Engagement with planning enforcement  
 

 

 

2.23. 50% of survey respondents stated that they had had ‘poor’ experiences of 
dealing with planning enforcement.  
 

2.24. As a whole, the Parish Council considers Planning Enforcement to be 
inadequate. Planning Enforcement’s response times are poor, and, in many cases, 
their team is not well-informed. As a result, Planning Enforcement often requests 
additional information from the Parish Council which is deemed very basic e.g., a 
Google map indicating the exact site in question. This exchange creates an 
unfortunate delay in procedures which, in turn, often results in unsuccessful 
enforcement.  
 

2.25. To address the above, greater transparency and external communication 
is required. This would be particularly beneficial when dealing with retrospective 
planning applications, as often is it unclear as to what Enforcement’s decision-
making was based on and whether it was justified. In addition, it is strongly 
advised that Buckinghamshire Council provides the Parish Council with regular 
updates on cases, as currently Parish Councillors have no option but to send 
numerous follow-up emails to ascertain whether progress has been made on a 
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16. How would you rate your experiences when dealing with planning 
enforcement (e.g., when notifying Buckinghamshire Council on an 

unauthorised development)?
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case. This is wholly unacceptable and should be a key priority of Buckinghamshire 
Council moving forward. To improve transparency, the online publishing of 
enforcement files (with sensitive information redacted) is encouraged by the 
Parish Council.   

3. Conclusion 
 
3.1. Whilst the Parish Council acknowledges that the Buckinghamshire Council draft 

SCI potentially fulfils Government requirements, it is evident that 
Buckinghamshire Council does not prioritise the concerns and feedback from 
parish councils or the local community. This is evidenced by the flagrant use of 
non-committal terminology throughout the draft SCI document and the views 
and experience of Parish Councillors shared within this response. The continuous 
use of ‘we may’ throughout the draft SCI undermines Buckinghamshire Council’s 
overall intentions and plans for public engagement. As such, the Parish Council 
recommends that a more prescriptive approach is applied, whereby timeframes 
and relevant processes are clear and succinctly set out.  
 

3.2. Recent concerns of the Parish Council centre upon the omission of evidence and 
written justifications of decisions made by Buckinghamshire Council. 
Buckinghamshire Council’s failure to provide robust information is viewed as a 
key issue by the Parish Council and should be rectified by the circulation of the 
case officer’s decision report, in addition to a modifications note which details 
how the concerns of the local community have been addressed by the applicant. 
This additional engagement stage would help to build trust between 
Buckinghamshire Council and the Parish Council. Furthermore, there is concern 
that planning applications are being wrongly validated, as recent planning 
applications have not fulfilled the local validation requirements. It is considered 
that this issue can be resolved through more thorough validation checks which 
confirm whether submitted architectural drawings are fit for purpose, are to scale 
and include accurate dimensions. Supporting evidence should also align with 
local validation requirements and should be of high quality.   
 

3.3. Historically, the Parish Council’s experiences of engaging with planning 
enforcement has been relatively poor. In many instances, the Enforcement Team 
has been ill-equipped, uninformed and unresponsive. The Parish Council urge the 
Enforcement Team to be more responsive and receptive to their concerns. It 
would also be beneficial if the Enforcement Team could provide regular updates 
on cases to avoid the Parish Council having to undertake time-consuming follow-
up work.  


