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01
Neighbourhood Planning Guidance
Stage 01: Initiating the process

Establish a
steering group
and get organised

This forms part of a suite of Neighbourhood
Planning guidance documents and toolkits which
relate to different stages in the process.
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Establish your steering group
Where a parish or town council choose to
produce a Neighbourhood Plan or Order
it should work with other members of the
community who are interested in, or affected
by, the neighbourhood planning proposals to
allow them to play an active role in preparing a
Neighbourhood Plan or Order.
Often a town or parish council may choose
to establish an advisory committee or a sub-
committee (steering group) and appoint local
people to undertake the work on a Neighbourhood Plan. The primary purpose
of the steering group is to allow the parish/town council to delegate the day-
to-day tasks of organising events, editing drafts, and producing the final plan,
whilst the parish/town council concentrates on other existing parish matters.

Establish a steering
group and get organised
By now, you should have:

• Notified us of your interest in Neighbourhood Planning.

• Answered our initial set of questions in our guidance note
‘Is Neighbourhood Planning the right approach?’.

• Decided whether to proceed with a Neighbourhood Plan and told us your
intensions.

If your community is interested in producing a Neighbourhood Plan,
this guidance note sets out some of the initial steps for you to consider.
It should be read alongside our suite of Neighbourhood Planning
Guidance documents and Neighbourhood Planning Process Diagram.
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Who should be in
the steering group?
Typical membership of the steering group might include town/parish
councillors, local residents, representatives of local community organisations
and local business owners.
The more representative the neighbourhood planning steering group is of the
local community, the better the plan is likely to be. However, it is important
to recognise that too large a group may be difficult to manage effectively.
Additional members of the community with specific skills may be co-opted at a
later date if they are likely to bring additional benefits to the project.
Neighbourhood Plans can potentially cover a wide range of topics but do
not necessarily require expert or professional advice. Relevant skills and
experience that may be useful (but not essential) to your steering group
include:
• Project management.
• Planning knowledge – e.g. general familiarity with the planning system,

development plan documents, writing policies etc.
• Community engagement and communication – e.g. understanding

community engagement processes and methods, leadership, motivation
and communication skills.

• Marketing, promotion and consultation – e.g. designing leaflets,
promotional material, questionnaires and surveys.

• Funding and delivery – e.g. sources of funding, grant/funding applications,
fund-raising.

• Writing, editorial, graphic design – e.g. report writing, editing/proofing,
design of reports, maps, plans and other graphics.

• Computers and Information Technology – e.g. word-processing,
spreadsheets, managing website, social media, web-based information.

• Expertise in specific topic areas – e.g. housing, transport or the historic
environment.

In some instances it is possible to obtain grants and/or technical support
to fund or provide necessary professional support. More information is
available on this in our guidance note Getting Funding and Support.

To maintain progress, it will be important to identify a Chairperson or
facilitator, through which all discussion is directed. You will also need someone
to produce agendas and someone to take notes. It is important to have clear
recommendations at the end of each meeting with action points for members
of the steering group.
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The steering group might be involved in the
following activities:

• Acting as a focal point for the Neighbourhood Plan
for people living or working in the Neighbourhood
Area.

• Preparing and agreeing a project plan.

• Providing a forum for discussion and debate.

• Motivating the whole community to be involved
throughout the plan.

• Setting up sub-groups to focus on particular themes.

• Engaging with key stakeholders including the Council.

• Liaising with any appointed consultants.

• Identifying ways of involving the whole community and gathering the views and
opinions of as many individuals, groups and organisations in the community as
possible in order to meet the requirements for consultation and engagement.

• Determining the types of survey and information gathering to be used.

• Prioritising actions, using the findings from the consultation process and
information from other sources.

• Drafting, and undertaking consultation on the Neighbourhood Plan having
regard to the legislative requirements and national guidance.

• Working positively with the local planning authority to ensure the plan is in
conformity with the strategic policies of the adopted development plan.

• Undertaking and producing supporting material such as consultation reports and
environmental assessments.

• Reporting back to and receiving endorsement from the parish council on
progress, issues arising and outcomes throughout the process.

What will the steering group do?
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Producing terms of reference
for the steering group
It is important that you establish clear terms of reference for the steering
group and that these are approved at a parish/town council meeting and
published/made available to the public.
The terms of reference should cover:

Decision Making
How decisions will be made and the relationship
with the Parish Council, for instance:
• Which decisions can be made by the Steering Group,

and which must be referred back to the Parish Council?
• Will decisions by the Steering Group be made by a

simple majority vote? Will the Chairman have the
casting vote?

Conflicts of Interest
Steering Group members should declare an interest where there is a potential
financial or pecuniary benefit to themselves, or their company/organisation
arising from the decisions or recommendations of the group.

Data Protection
How the requirements of the Data Protection Act are to be met having regard
to both the relationship with the Parish Council and also the need to provide
Wiltshire Council with a list of consultees at the Submission stage of the
process. It should be clear who is responsible for overall data control for the
neighbourhood plan process.

Freedom of Information Act/Environmental Information
Regulations
Transparency in decision making at all stages of the neighbourhood plan
processes is essential. The terms of reference should therefore make it
absolutely clear that there is an expectation that any material that is used
(either positively or negatively) or collected to inform the neighbourhood plan
(in particular consultation material) must be available for public inspection in
accordance with the Freedom of Information Act/Environmental Information
Regulations.

Other considerations
The terms of reference should also cover any financial issues, for example,
use of any grant funding obtained to support the plan, and responsibility for
appointing any consultants needed to support the plan preparation process.
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All decisions taken by the steering group should be open, fair, inclusive
and transparent. Communication links with the full town or parish council
should be strong.  Although the steering group may undertake work on the
Neighbourhood Plan, the town or parish council is the lead (responsible body).
Minutes of meetings should be made available to the public.

Our suite of Neighbourhood Planning guidance documents includes a
template terms of reference which you can adapt to suit your own needs.

Once you have established the terms of reference for your
steering group it is time to get organised. The thought of
preparing a Neighbourhood Plan may appear a daunting
task at the start. However, this can be made easier with
project planning and management.

Produce a project plan
It is estimated that the average time to produce a Neighbourhood Plan is between
15 months to three years. Producing a project plan at the start of the process will
help you organise the work, set appropriate timeframes and break it down into
manageable stages.

Consultation and communication
Consultation and communication with your community will be vital to the success of
your plan. Particularly as only plans with a positive referendum result can be ‘made’
(adopted). It is important that people feel involved and listened to throughout.
From the start of the process, you should think about:
• Who you are going to engage with?
• How you are going to engage them?
• When this will happen?
• Where it will take place?
You will also need to think about how you are going to communicate progress,
publicise activities and record your interactions and feedback on them.
You should think carefully about people’s needs or restrictions. For instance, whether
they may have time restrictions, lack of literacy, lack of permanent address, disability
etc. To start with, you might simply list all the different areas and groups of people in
your neighbourhood area and think about whether they need to be contacted and
communicated with in different ways.

Get organised
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You may want to communicate with young people through youth groups, schools
and/or social media. You may want to host face-to-face events but will need to think
carefully about whether the venue is suitable for the elderly and disabled, or that
the event is taking place on a day/time which suits working people (e.g. evenings or
weekends).
One of the easiest and cheapest ways to engage people is to ‘piggy-back’ other
events going on in the local area, for example you could set up a stall at the village
fete, carnival and other local festivals.

It is important that you record all of the consultation events that you carry out. You
will need to demonstrate that your plan is representative of the views of all of the
community. You will also need to produce a document known as a Consultation
Statement which sets out how community views have informed your plan.
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