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It’s easy to think of the planning process as legalistic and technical. In reality, planning decisions 

always come down to relationships between people that have a stake in any proposed development. 

These will include local residents, the local Council and the developer; and depending on what is 

proposed to be built where, Government Offices in the regions, the Regional Development Agencies, 

the Mayor of London and even the Secretary of State can come into play. 

Here’s an analogy: you want to build an extension to your house which stretches into your back 

garden. You don’t tell your neighbours about it first, but go straight to the local authority for 

planning permission. Soon enough though, the council informs your neighbour, as a legal 

requirement, that an application has been lodged for an extension. The neighbour is annoyed that 

you didn’t talk to them about it first, and so decides to lodge an objection, saying that the proposed 

extension will block the natural light from their lounge. It will a bit, but not really enough for the 

application to be refused. But the neighbour asks other neighbours to write in and oppose it. 

The planning officer from the local council comes to you for a response, but your busy lifestyle 

means that you keep putting them off and, when you do respond, you fail to answer all the 

questions you are asked properly. Now you’ve got the council officers and the local residents against 

you, it doesn’t surprise anyone when the letter comes in from the Council saying that permission has 

been refused on the grounds that the extension in its current form will reduce quality of life for the 

neighbour. By this point you’ve already paid architects and lawyers to work on this – you can either 

take a dead loss, or pay the fees all over again with a fresh planning application to the Council. 

 

Chelgate is usually engaged to work on large residential and commercial developments rather than 

home extensions, but the underlying principles remain the same. If you want to build a supermarket, 

or a residential development, you’ll want to ensure you’re able to make your case in the right way at 

the right time. You’ll also be more affected by political pressure that might be exerted by opposition 

groups, which can in turn affect opinion within the community. Although it’s normal practice for 

applications to be granted if there are no clear grounds for refusal, today conservationists, protest 

groups or simply concerned local residents are well organised and professional.  

This is made all the more difficult by the current rules governing Councillors’ probity. In short, they 

are not encouraged to liaise with developers after an application has been submitted, as they are 

not permitted to state publicly their support or opposition until the application comes to committee. 

But they feel the need to liaise with opposition groups, especially in their council ward, meaning 

they often only get one side of the story. Moreover, with the rules as they stand, councillors often 

adopt an overly cautious approach, wary of falsified corruption allegations, however unjustified. 

This means that many don’t liaise with developers at all, and focus solely on their officer’s report. All 

this could be set to change in the coming months, and if it does, community and political 

engagement strategies will change too. 

Introduction

Our approach 
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In any event, it is important to have a professional communications strategy from the outset, and for 

this we normally recommend a ten point approach: 

1. The professional team 

Chelgate likes working as part of an integrated team with planning consultants, architects, landscape 

designers, surveyors, ecologists, highways engineers, accountants and the client developer. Each 

team member becomes more effective when working with like-minded specialists.  

2. Know the context 

This should be the first priority for any application: knowing the local area will pay dividends 

throughout the planning process. The whole team needs to know the history of the site; the content 

of local and regional development plans; MPs, MEPs or Members of the House of Lords living in the 

area, the identity of local opinion formers; relevant media organisations and their track record on 

similar issues; the latest government guidance on planning; likely sources of opposition and relevant 

environmental issues. The best starting point is to attend council meetings as an observer and listen. 

3. Get the application right 

Making sure that the application itself presses the right buttons is one of the most important aspects 

of securing permission. It is important that the tone fits with local thinking (which you understand 

because you have followed the second point). If it doesn’t, is there any way it can be changed to 

make it more acceptable? Timing is important, as you follow the legal and technical deadlines. 

4. Use the right supporting materials 

Too often developers use an array of materials (brochures, websites, leaflets, videos and so on) 

which have been prepared with little regard for local concerns or sensitivities: they “press the wrong 

buttons”. We like to support an application with the right materials, and can advise on those you 

have produced or help to produce some that are suitable. 

5. Work with the media 

The local media are critical to your success. It’s important to know what they have already said 

about the development or in similar situations. We believe that briefing local journalists early with 

the right information and honest graphic materials can help ensure that they help with the 

communications process to your target audiences. So we ensure that regular media briefings are 

held and contact is made in the right way to support the planning information flow accurately. 

6. Don’t ignore the internet 

It is also important to understand opinion expressed through blogs and social media. The local paper 

may be supportive, but if there is a group on Facebook with over a thousand members opposing the 

development, it is important that this is not ignored. Respected local bloggers who take an interest 

in the development must be briefed in the same way as local journalists. And if there are materials 
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on the internet that make a developer look unsuitable, these must be dealt with before local people 

have a chance to be unduly influenced by them. 

Chelgate has developed its own approach to internet PR as it relates to planning. We don’t normally 

recommend public meetings, as we have found that public exhibitions achieve much better results, 

in terms of showing plans and illustrations, and explaining a scheme to local residents. In addition, 

online activity is an important adjunct to this, but not in itself the replacement for public meetings. 

But it’s important that the ‘silent majority’ that can see the benefits of a development have a chance 

to make themselves heard, either in a one-to-one exhibition format or, more effectively, online. 

Planningconsultation.com does exactly that. The website and the tools included are tailored to each 

project, ranging from simple background information through to the use of interactive and 

evaluation tools. These enable visitors to complete questionnaires and those responses to be 

represented using Google mapping tools allowing concerns and issues surrounding larger projects to 

be displayed visually. Used within the context of a well managed campaign, this can provide a vital 

tool for planners to engage with the community constructively. 

7. Know and brief the committee 

The planning committee members are the people who will decide whether or not an application is 

approved – and no two committees are the same. So before an application is submitted, it is 

important to know the dynamics of the committee you are working with. What is the relationship 

between the councillors and their planning officers? How much freedom have the councillors to 

make policy, and how far are they influenced by officers or statutory consultees? Who are the key 

players on the committee, and what view have they taken of similar projects in the past? How does 

the chairman run the committee, and are the party spokesmen closely involved? 

To find this out, Chelgate executives attend the committee meetings, usually held monthly, to 

observe its dynamics. We then produce targeted briefings for each member of the committee, 

reflecting their particular interests and concerns, ensuring that they are knowledgeable enough to 

answer questions from constituents. As codes of conduct have become increasingly important, 

Chelgate ensures that any contact remains within the rules, for everyone’s sake. 

8. Build community contacts 

We normally recommend a range of discussion opportunities, both online (such as guided discussion 

forums and social media groups) and offline (such as offering guest speakers to local Rotary Clubs, 

Round Tables, Chamber of Commerce and Civic Society meetings). The right level of local 

engagement will generate constructive dialogue within the community, reassure the undecided, and 

provide a valuable insight into local opinion. The value of building effective community contacts is 

immeasurable, as these will often stimulate letters of support to the planning committee. 

9. Respond to the recommendations 

There are normally seven days between the officer’s report and recommendation and the 

committee vote (though the statutory minimum is only three). If the recommendation has gone 
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against you, you have the option of withdrawing, thus giving you time to reinforce relationships and 

make changes to the application that are more in tune with local opinion. Alternatively, councillors 

need to be contacted fast. If there are errors in the recommendation then these must be corrected 

quickly and the counter argument put, usually in a letter. The chance of the committee overturning 

the recommendation will also increase if you have the weight of local opinion behind you. 

Even if the recommendation is to permit your application, it is still useful to make final contact with 

committee members, to check whether they are likely to accept the officer’s recommendation. If 

officers recommend an application that some residents oppose, the committee may still block it. 

10. Have the last word  

It is often valuable to be the last opinion councillors hear before the committee. You, as the 

applicant, will usually be offered the chance to make a short presentation, to emphasize the benefits 

of the application, before the discussion and the vote, which gives you the decision. This is 

particularly important if you are unhappy with the recommendation. It is also important that you 

attend the final committee meeting: if the decision goes against you, you need to know why.  

 

Chelgate have a wealth of experience in this area (some of it detailed in this brochure), and have not 

been involved in a project that failed during the last ten years. Our core executive team dealing with 

planning issues has over half a century’s experience between them. Approached the right way, we 

see the planning process not as a threat, but as an opportunity, to begin a productive dialogue with 

local stakeholders who will be vital to the success of any development. 

With development set to kickstart again following the economic downturn, it can be all too easy to 

overlook community relations as an unnecessary expense. But a failed application is far more 

expensive – you either take the dead loss, or spend massively more on fees for the appeal process. 

Getting it right is far cheaper than getting it wrong, and Chelgate helps both developers and 

consultants get it right. The earlier Chelgate executives are called into a planning application, the 

stronger the chance of winning consent. If the control of the message has been lost to the rumour 

mill before Chelgate is appointed, it can take some time to reclaim the initiative. This is fine if it is a 

long-term programme, and some of Chelgate’s planning assignments can take up to four years. But if 

it is a short-term project, say six months, losing the initiative up front can make a lot of difference. 

So why not call us in to join your team at the outset, to help your chances of long-term success. 

 

For further information, please contact Nick Wood-Dow or James Darley on 0207 939 7939, or email 

nwd@chelgate.com to set up an initial meeting, free of charge or obligation, with our experienced 

team. 

Our service
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