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LOCAL PLAN ENGAGEMENT: 
How can Authorities use digital and in-person 
methods for better statutory consultation? 
 
 
This Practice Note focuses on community engagement undertaken 

as part of the statutory process of preparing a Local Plan. It is based 

primarily on digital and non-digital engagement carried out as part of 

a Public Practice placement as Community Engagement Officer at 

Waltham Forest Council from April 2020-April 2021. 

 

This placement, and the Waltham Forest Local Plan consultation, 

took place during the COVID-19 pandemic and as such were subject 

to national restrictions and public health considerations. It was 

therefore necessary to devise a strategy that would allow full 

engagement using digital tools such as online community meetings, 

but that would not exclude any residents who lacked digital access, 

and that was agile enough to respond to ever-changing COVID-19 

regulations.  

 

Using this case study, alongside other shorter case studies of Local 

Plan consultations carried out around a similar time at Wandsworth, 

and Haringey councils, it offers some first-hand experience of 

different approaches to statutory engagement. It concludes with a list 

of recommendations for Authorities carrying out Local Plan or similar 

statutory engagement.  

 

 

CONTEXT 

Over the past decade, there has been a growing recognition of the 

need for greater local community involvement in local planning. 

Reports, manifestos and discussion papers highlight not only the 

democratic rights of citizens to have a say in the future of their 

neighbourhoods, but the impacts on community and individual 

wellbeing of having control over local change, and the advantages of 

harnessing priceless local knowledge and understanding to build 

better. 

 

These include: government-backed reports such as the Farrell 

Review (2014) 1; the Local Government Association2; the Mayor's 

Good Growth Fund3; London-wide research by think tanks such as 

Centre for London4 and Future for London5; statements of intent by 
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http://www.farrellreview.co.uk/
https://www.local.gov.uk/keep-planning-local
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/regeneration/funding-opportunities/good-growth-fund-supporting-regeneration-london
https://www.centreforlondon.org/publication/public-planning-manifesto/
https://www.local.gov.uk/keep-planning-local


  

forward-thinking landowners such as Grosvenor6; The Developer 

magazine adding a community engagement category to its 

Pineapples awards7 for placemaking developments; calls from 

community groups and activists such as Just Space8, Civic Voice9 

and the recently formed Collective Community Action (CCA) 10; and 

Public Practice research such as Making Participation Happen11. 

 

In August 2020, the Ministry of Housing Communities & Local 

Government (MHCLG) published its white paper Planning for the 

Future, central to which was an emphasis on Local Plan making. 

Proposals would give more weight to policies set out in Local Plans 

that outline growth over a 15-year period, while simplifying or 

stripping back the current planning application system12. This 

effectively frontloads the plan making process, scaling down 

consultation on designed schemes at the time they are put forward 

to be built, and places more onus on effective engagement when 

drawing up the strategic policies of the Local Plan. 

 

All Local Authorities in England are required to have an up-to-date 

Local Plan in place by 2023, replacing and consolidating previous 

Development Plan Documents (DPDs) such as Core Strategies, 

Development Management Policies, Area Action Plans. The National 

Planning Policy Framework13 introduced the need for Local Plan 

policies to be reviewed at least every five years and where 

necessary updated. In addition, Local Plans are supported by a 

number of evidence-based studies and documents that inform the 

polices. These may include an infrastructure delivery plan, local area 

characterisation studies, topic papers, etc. 

 

The three main case studies in the Practice Note – Waltham Forest, 

Wandsworth, and Haringey – are at different stages in the 

development of the Local Plan, and took different approaches in 

response to the makeup of their community, available resources, 

and restrictions in place. They cover: a broad-based approach that 

aimed to reach as many residents as possible using a mixture of 

both digital and non-digital media (Waltham Forest); the use of 

smaller scale online workshops to target key seldom-heard groups, 

in particular young people (Wandsworth); and a multifaceted,  

long-term strategy aimed at building trust and relationships over time 

(Haringey). 
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https://grosvenor.com/Grosvenor/files/b5/b5b83d32-b905-46de-80a5-929d70b77335.pdf
https://www.thedeveloper.live/places/the-pineapples-2021-awards-open-for-entries
https://justspacelondon.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/just-space-a4-community-led-london-plan.pdf
https://justspace.org.uk/2020/04/28/dont-let-coronavirus-be-an-excuse-for-making-planning-less-democratic/
https://justspace.org.uk/2020/04/28/dont-let-coronavirus-be-an-excuse-for-making-planning-less-democratic/
http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/
https://www.collectivecommunityaction.co.uk/
https://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources/making-participation-happen
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/958420/MHCLG-Planning-Consultation.pdf
https://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources/engagement-post-covid


  

  

APPROACH 

The key case study and recommendations in this Practice Note are 

based on engagement work carried out during a 12-month placement 

at Waltham Forest Council from April 2020–21.  

 

In addition, practical advice and recommendations are supported by: 

 

— Case studies of Wandsworth and Haringey Local Plan 

engagement, based on information in the public domain and 

interviews with officers 

— Shorter interviews with officers at other councils and online 

information in the public domain 

— Supplementary interviews with community groups in Waltham 

Forest, and independent practitioners working in local 

community engagement 

— Shared experiences and insight from of the Public Practice 

cross-Authority Communities Working Group 

— Public webinars and round tables with engagement 

practitioners, held by Public Practice, Centre for London, Build 

Studios, Future of London, The London Society, and 

Commonplace 

— Desk-based research into several Local Plan engagement 

portals hosted by London Authorities 

 

Part of our role is to look out for possible opportunities and 

partnerships that might have a positive impact on the community. 

Since the beginning of our assignment we have collaborated with 

other Council workers such as neighbourhood officers, caretakers, 

community services managers, maintenance and repairs 

 

 

CASE STUDIES 

In order to examine different approaches to using digital and non-

digital methods in Local Plan engagement, and to help officers plan 

the practical details of their own engagement strategies, the 

following case studies are discussed:  

 
— Waltham Forest – a blended strategy of digital and non-digital 

methods for a broad reach and to avoid exclusion of any groups 

— Haringey – a long-term multifaceted strategy aimed at building 

relationships and trust beyond the statutory engagement period 

— Wandsworth – a series of in-depth, online workshops for under-

represented and seldom-heard parts of the community 

— Lewisham – a digital statutory consultation building on five-

years of prior engagement in the area 

— Croydon – a temporary urban room 

  



  

CASE STUDY 1: WALTHAM FOREST 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Following Regulation (Reg) 18-stage engagement in Summer 2019, 

in which respondents requested more detail about particular sites in 

the borough where the proposed growth might be accommodated, 

Waltham Forest's Local Plan was split into two parts prior to the 

2020 engagement14. Part 1 deals with the Strategic Policies and, 

because it had already been the subject of Reg 18 consultation in 

2019, was at Reg 19 stage, requiring set statutory questions to be 

asked; Part 2 sets out the proposed site allocations – what uses 

could be accommodated on which sites, should they come forward 

for redevelopment during the lifetime of the plan – and as a new 

document required more in-depth (Reg 18) engagement. 

 

The broad aim of the Waltham Forest Local Plan consultation was to 

engage with as many residents and stakeholders across as many 

different demographics as possible, and to ensure that residents 

without access to digital tools, or who didn't feel comfortable using 

them, would not be excluded.  

 

For planning and regeneration purposes, the borough is divided into 

three geographical areas – North, Central and South Waltham 

Forest. The same number and format of engagement events were 

held in each of the three sectors to ensure parity. 

 

Although early on in the 2020 pandemic MHCLG introduced 

temporary measures waiving the need for printed copies of planning 

documents, the Waltham Forest planning team considered non-

digital materials important for residents without digital access. As 

well as both LP1 and LP2 being available online, printed copies were 

distributed to libraries across the borough and made available by 

appointment at the planning office; unfortunately, libraries re-closed 

from November 2020. 

 

 
14

 

WEBSITE: walthamforest.gov.uk/LocalPlan 

CONSULTATION DATES: September–December 2020 

STAGE: Reg 18 and Reg 19 

APPROACH: Borough-wide blended engagement 

MAIN METHODS: Printed leaflets, high-street stalls, online 

community meetings, email newsletters 

ENGAGEMENT LEAD: Community Engagement Officer  

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2012/767/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2012/767/contents/made
http://walthamforest.gov.uk/LocalPlan


  

  

Among the measures taken to reach some traditionally less heard 

groups identified by Waltham Forest's Growth Scrutiny Committee, 

targeted email newsletters were sent to social housing tenants, and 

remunerated workshops arranged with the borough's Young 

Advisors. 

 

Responses were accepted via an online consultation portal, email, 

post, and paper forms collected in person. For the Local Plan Part 1 

(LP1) Strategic Policies, a total of 756 comments were received from 

210 consultees, and for the Local Plan Part 2 (LP2) Site Allocations, 

we received a total of 950 comments from 239 consultees. In 

addition, a formal petition and a number of letters with multiple 

signatories were also submitted and recorded. 

  



  

 

 
MAIN METHODS EMPLOYED 

The engagement strategy focused on five core media, briefly 

reviewed here:  

 
— PRINTED LEAFLETS 

Printed leaflets were sent to all residential and business 

addresses in the Borough at the beginning of the consultation 

period, distributed with Waltham Forest News (WFN); this was 

considerably more cost-effective than distribution on their own. 

Separate versions were produced for North, South and Central 

Waltham Forest. Extensive picture research was undertaken, 

and new photographs taken by the Community Engagement 

Officer to ensure imagery portrayed a positive image of the 

borough and its future. 

 

Leaflets were also handed out in the street, given to local 

businesses and left in libraries (few other public spaces were 

open at the time). In terms of the limitations encountered: not all 

addresses have their own letterbox; there is no way to tell 

whether people have picked up and read the leaflets; a second 

lockdown from late October 2020 limited distribution.  



  

  

 

— HIGH-STREET STALLS 

Pop-up stalls were set up on high streets and at markets (two in 

each of the three planning areas mentioned above) as outdoor 

events were considered safer than indoor. As well as a 

thorough risk assessment, sign-off was also sought from the 

borough's Director of Public Health. The key benefit of the high-

street stalls was their public visibility, attracting passers-by 

representing a broad cross-section of residents and local 

people who may not have engaged otherwise. Visitors were 

invited to respond on the spot via paper forms or by scanning a 

QR code linked to the online consultation site.  

 

The face-to-face conversations also provided valuable  

in-person engagement for residents without digital access, 

which community groups have said was much appreciated. It 

facilitated direct individual conversations between 

residents/businesses and planning officers, allowing officers to 

dispel misinformation and clarify the purpose of the Local Plan 

and Site Allocations. To staff the stalls, often at weekends, 

required between three and six planning officers per stall. At 

one event where more than 100 visitors were anticipated, a 

dedicated marshal was used. 

  



  

— ONLINE COMMUNITY MEETINGS 

Area-specific, online open community meetings and bespoke 

sessions for Waltham Forest Young Advisors (aged 16-25) were 

held early evening during November. These were attended by 

the full Planning Policy team. Online presentations explained 

the Local Plan and Site allocations (as well as the Infrastructure 

Delivery Plan and draft Skyline Study) clearly and efficiently to a 

large group of people. Zoom was used as, at the time, this was 

the platform local people felt most comfortable with. Signup 

ranged from 30-200 participants per session.  

 

— EMAIL NEWSLETTERS 

The Council's communications team sent out regular email 

newsletters to anyone who’d signed up. These contained 

details of upcoming engagement events, as well as links to the 

online responses portal.  

 
 
COLLECTING RESPONSES 

As this stage of the engagement was part of the statutory Local Plan 

consultation process set out by the Town and Country Planning 

(Local Planning) (England) regulations, planning officers only 

accepted official responses (online, by email; by post; by paper 

form). Comments made in online meetings and in person were taken 

on board by officers, but (unlike in some other Councils) these were 

not entered as official responses.  

 

The LP2 Site Allocations engagement was at Reg 18 stage, so 

invited open comments. The LP1 Strategic Policies, however, was at 

the later Reg 19 stage of the planmaking process, and therefore 

subject to set questions about the soundness of the preparation of 

the Local Plan. Although these were accompanied by a Guidance 

Note written in plain English, many respondents still found them 

either confusing or limiting and chose instead to respond by email; 

these comments subsequently had to be systematically input by 

planning policy officers, which was a time-consuming process. 

 

During the course of the consultation, residents’ groups expressed 

concerns about the functionality of the online response platform. 

These were looked into at the time and the issues raised were 

addressed.  

 

  



  

  

FINDINGS 

— High-street stalls were deemed highly successful by the Local 

Plan team and several community groups as they allowed 

public visibility and the opportunity to engage a broad cross-

section of the community, many of whom were previously 

unaware of the Local Plan. They were also agile enough that 

they could be cancelled at the last minute if necessary, having 

the backup of online meetings. 

— Virtual attendance at online meetings was easier for some 

traditionally less-engaged groups, although parents of young 

children found the early evening time slot clashed with 

childcare.  

— For online meetings, a webinar format with moderated chat 

would have allowed a more efficient exchange of information in 

larger meetings 

— Topic-based meetings (e.g. transport, green spaces, housing) 

would have required fewer officers per session 

— While COVID-19 has fast-tracked Authorities to using digital 

engagement methods, many residents still feel more 

comfortable with non-digital engagement or do not have digital 

access. Face-to-face conversations also allow a more personal 

sort of communication. 

— People want to make their response in the way that feels most 

intuitive (not bending what they want to say into a set format) 

and will give up quickly if an online portal is too time-consuming 

or unclear. It is necessary to find ways to better capture 

engagement responses in all forms, including those made in 

online meetings and face-to-face conversations. 

— Digital tools offer many benefits; now is a good time to consider 

how Authorities can best use these tools in conjunction with 

non-digital methods in order to better share information, engage 

more seldom-heard groups, ask the right questions and collect 

responses.  

 



  

 

CASE STUDY 2: WANDSWORTH 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For its Local Plan engagement, Wandsworth chose to channel their 

time and resources into a series of bespoke online workshops 

targeting some of the borough's seldom heard groups, with a 

particular focus on young people.  

 

 

MAIN METHODS EMPLOYED 

The engagement strategy focused on the following methods, briefly 

reviewed here:  

 
— DIGITAL WORKSHOPS 

Eight area-focussed workshops were held online over Zoom, 

with participants using a shared Miro online collaborative 

whiteboard to brainstorm thoughts about their local area (see 

screengrab). Breakout rooms were facilitated by Local Plan 

officers. Longer, more creative visioning workshops were held 

with young people, using brainstorming techniques such as 

making collages of what they’d like to see on the high street.  

 

WEBSITE: wandsworth.gov.uk/localplan 

CONSULTATION DATES: January–March 2021 

STAGE: Reg 18  

APPROACH: Emphasis on targeting seldom heard groups 

MAIN METHODS: Online workshops 

ENGAGEMENT LEAD: Senior Planning Engagement Officer  

http://wandsworth.gov.uk/localplan


  

  

The aim of the workshops was to make the Local Plan 

engagement more interesting and more equitable, involving 

people who have been historically underserved by traditional 

statutory consultations. Events were kept quite small and 

conversational because at the time digital working was still fairly 

new for everyone in the team and there was a desire to create a 

relaxed environment. Officers were trained to use Zoom and 

Miro before the event and also coached by the engagement 

officer in how to simplify planning language and avoid jargon. 

Young people were issued with participation certificates to show 

their time was valued. 

 

 

COLLECTING RESPONSES 

Official responses could be made online, via email or by post. In 

addition, officers listened back to the online recordings of digital 

sessions and included comments in their statutory Consultation 

Report. Of a total of 250 respondents less than 20% used the  

online portal.  

 

 

FINDINGS 

— For online meetings, smaller groups with breakout rooms (up to 

20) work best for effective workshopping. 

— It is essential to offer residents and stakeholders multiple 

channels, digital and non-digital, via which to make responses. 

Capturing comments made in community meetings is valuable 

but time-consuming. 

— Colourful notes made on the shared whiteboard allowed free 

flowing thoughts from participants, but are easier when trained 

facilitators are used. 

— For many people planning policy, and planning policy language, 

is alien and off putting. Face-to-face events allow space for 

conversations to explain more difficult policy and resolve 

misunderstandings.  

  



  

  

CASE STUDY 3: HARINGEY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Haringey took a long-term approach to its Local Plan early (direction 

of travel) engagement. They devised a two-year engagement 

strategy, with the ten-week statutory consultation sitting within it. 

Around this was built a series of other measures designed to allow a 

continuous dialogue around the Local Plan and the Borough's 

planning policy, for example community and youth forums and a pilot 

to include planning policy on the school curriculum. 

 

For its statutory consultation, Haringey used the Commonplace 

online engagement portal. This combines a heat map whereby users 

can drop a pin on a map and make a comment, with a website 

hosting the documents and relevant information e.g. FAQs. Users 

could respond to different parts of the plan  

 

Of the over 1,200 official responses received so far, approximately 

33% were via the Commonplace online portal.  

 
 
 

WEBSITE: haringeynewlocalplan.commonplace.is/ 

CONSULTATION DATES: November 2020–February 2021  

STAGE: Reg 18 'First Steps'  

APPROACH: Long-term engagement strategy 'to build 

relationships and trust over time' 

MAIN METHODS: Online community meetings, interactive 

website for responses (Commonplace), social media, school 

curriculum  

ENGAGEMENT LEAD: Principal Planner 

/Volumes/GoogleDrive/Shared%20drives/HQ/Resources/PN0XX%20Improving%20Engagement%20for%20Local%20Plans/haringeynewlocalplan.commonplace.is


  

  

 

 

MAIN METHODS EMPLOYED 

The statutory consultation focused on the following methods, briefly 

reviewed here:  

 
— COMMONPLACE WEBSITE / CONULTATION PORTAL 

The website offered translated versions in Portuguese, Turkish, 

Spanish, Polish. The map could be instantly shared via a range 

of social media. While the map attracted a lot of comments and 

agreements (400+ comments and 1,400+ agreements), 

planning officers subsequently had to go through the map 

responses and attribute them to different policy areas.  

 

— ONLINE MEETINGS 

19 open, borough-wide online engagement events were held 

focussing on different topic areas, approximately two meetings 

per topic area: Transport, open space, housing, etc. These 

required one chair and the officer responsible for that policy – 

not the whole team.  

 

— PRINTED MATERIALS 

Posters were put up in estates, parks, supermarkets, cafes, 

libraries. Printed copies of the documents were left in libraries.  

 

— DIGITAL MARKETING 

Two digital marketing campaigns were run, the first with short 

questions that clicked through to the website, receiving an 

estimated 500 responses; the second with a longer 

questionnaire that recorded respondent details, receiving more 

than 300 responses. 

  



  

— SOCIAL MEDIA 

Pop-up ads on social media highlighted specific aspects of the 

plan and allowed people to click through to a short 

questionnaire on that topic. 

 

 

In addition to the statutory Local Plan consultation, Haringey has 

planned a number of other engagement measures running over a 

two-year time-period. The primary aims of this longer-term strategic 

approach is to reach a broader cross-section of the borough, build 

community relationships and foster trust.  

 

The wider Local Plan engagement (two-year plan) focused on the 

following methods, briefly reviewed here:  

 
— A two-year agreement to work with Haringey Youth Advisory 

board (ages 16-25). Participants are remunerated for their time. 

Workshops give an introduction to the Local Plan, teach basic 

planning skills, and work with participants to develop 

questionnaires to send to their peers. The Young Advisors are 

set targets for collecting responses. 

— Piloting a lesson plan for primary schools that fits in with the 

citizenship curriculum, introducing aspects of town planning and 

talking about why young people should take part. Homework is 

to interview parents – thus getting them involved too. This is 

particularly useful for families where the adult generation might 

not have English as their first language.  

— Focus groups targeting EQIA + specific characteristic groups. 

Participants compensated for their time.  

— Making use of the Council's existing citizens' panel of people 

selected to be representative of the demographic of the 

borough. 

— Partnered with their Climate Change Action Plan survey to 

collect responses on both that and Local Plan at the same time. 

  



  

  

FINDINGS 

— Haringey's approach fits with the view held by many 

engagement professionals, civic voices and community groups 

that engagement is 'a process not just an event'15. Rather than 

seeing engagement as a short burst of consultation, investing in 

a longer timeframe can build longer-term relationships (and 

trust) with the community. 

— Offering compensation to participants of in-depth focus groups 

persuades seldom-heard groups to take part, and recognises 

the time and value of the knowledge shared.  

— In immigrant communities, schoolchildren may be the 

gatekeepers, reporting back to older generations of families 

who may not speak English and collecting their views. They can 

also be recruited to help engage their peers. 

— A bespoke Local Plan website might better reflect the layered 

structure of the planning policy priority areas. 

  

 
15

 

http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/
https://www.commonplace.is/ebook-engaging-for-the-future#:~:text=Commonplace%20is%20a%20leading%20digital,use%2C%20love%20and%20enjoy%20them
https://www.commonplace.is/ebook-engaging-for-the-future#:~:text=Commonplace%20is%20a%20leading%20digital,use%2C%20love%20and%20enjoy%20them


  

 

 

CASE STUDY 4: LEWISHAM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although Lewisham's Local Plan Reg 18 consultation took place from 

15 January–11 April 2021, it followed an initial statutory consultation in 

2015, and several years of preliminary engagement on evidence-

base documents. This included in depth work around the Catford 

Town Centre Masterplan, which used both a long-term 

Commonplace heatmap to collect comments, and Team Catford16.  

 

During the statutory consultation period, the planning policy team 

held 16 online open community meetings: two for each of the five 

local planning areas, and six topic areas. These were held in the 

early evening, from 5.30–7.00pm, and took a webinar format, with 

moderated Q&A. Individual questions that weren't answered in the 

meeting were answered afterwards by email.  

  

 
16  

WEBSITE: http://lewisham.gov.uk/myservices/planning/policy/ 

planning/about-the-lewisham-local-plan  
CONSULTATION DATES: January–April 2021  

STAGE: Reg 18  

MAIN METHODS: Front-loaded long-term engagement and an 

online heatmap 

ENGAGEMENT LEAD: Principal Planning Policy Officer 

 

https://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources/engagement-post-covid
http://lewisham.gov.uk/myservices/planning/policy/planning/about-the-lewisham-local-plan
http://lewisham.gov.uk/myservices/planning/policy/planning/about-the-lewisham-local-plan


  

  

CASE STUDY 5: CROYDON  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In late 2019, Croydon's placemaking team (who were part of the 

same directorate as the planmaking team) opened a temporary 

Urban Room in a vacant unit in a shopping centre as a colourful, 

dynamic space to engage the public with the early stages of its  

Local Plan (Reg 18, Issues and Options stage). The space was  

used for events, conversations, and information displays aimed at 

making planning and placemaking popular. It housed a VuCity 3D 

model of the borough that visitors could experience via a virtual 

reality headset. 

 

The space was consciously sited somewhere that was part of 

people's everyday life (a shopping centre), with minimum council 

branding to make it feel more accessible. It was open from 

Thursdays to Saturdays. As well as soliciting responses through an 

online portal, conversations had and comments left at the urban 

room were captured by officers and entered into a spreadsheet. In 

addition to the temporary room, Croydon also toured the borough 

with a brightly coloured information stall, and commissioned 

independent engagement collective Resolve to create digital 

materials as part of the 2021 Purley Way masterplan consultation17.  

 
17  

WEBSITE: croydon.gov.uk/planning-and-regeneration 

CONSULTATION DATES: November 2019–January 2020  

STAGE: Reg 18 (Issues and Options)  

MAIN METHODS: Urban Room  

ENGAGEMENT LEAD: Placemaking team 

 

https://www.purleywayfinders.com/consultation
http://croydon.gov.uk/planning-and-regeneration


  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following eight recommendations for Local Plan engagement are 

based on the findings of the above case studies. They have also 

been informed by ongoing conversations with planning and 

engagement officers in other Authorities, community groups and 

independent engagement professionals. 

 
1. BUILD IN RESOURCES 
— Build potential engagement costs and resources into the 

planmaking process at an early stage in order to aid budgeting. 

Include officer time in the calculations. 

— Share engagement resources with larger, better financed 

teams. 

— Research possible external funding and resourcing 

opportunities. The Public Practice Authority Funding Tracker18 is 

a good starting point. 

— Ringfence funding for ongoing Local Plan/planning policy 

engagement. 

 
2. MAKE IT AN ONGOING PROCESS, NOT AN EVENT 
— Ensure engagement is an ongoing process that reaches 

beyond the statutory consultation period. 

— Create visible continuity, for example, email newsletter updates, 

community forums, a citizens’ assembly, community review 

panels19 (Old Kent Road), urban rooms/high-street hubs 

(Croydon20, Old Kent Road21, Enfield22), a dedicated planning 

engagement manager. 

— Follow-up on comments made to show what has been done or 

explain why it hasn’t. 

— Make engagement on planning part of the wider story about 

what you're doing as an Authority. 

 
3. GO TO WHERE PEOPLE ALREADY ARE 
— Take the engagement to the people you want to engage with; 

don't expect them to come to you. This could be an existing 

social media group, a community space or a public place. 

— Directly target lesser-heard groups with bespoke workshops 

and/or invited participants. 

— Work with existing gatekeepers and organisations that deal with 

a particular demographic, stakeholder or interest group. 

— Where appropriate, make events genuinely engaging 

experiences that people might actively want to attend. 

 

 
18  
19  
20  
21  
22  

https://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources/authority-funding-tracker
https://oldkentroad.org.uk/crp/
https://urbanroomsnetwork.wordpress.com/
https://www.spacehive.com/urban-room-old-kent-road
https://nla.london/projects/the-fore-street-angel-edmonton-good-growth-fund-project-2


  

  

4. MIX DIGITAL AND NON-DIGITAL METHODS 
— Devise an agile strategy that uses both digital and non-digital 

methods in complementary ways. 

— Ensure that officers have the IT training and support to 

approach digital engagement methods with confidence. 

— Tackle problems of community digital access and competency. 

— Continue to make available printed versions of the plan and 

evidence base. 

— Make use of advice on digital engagement tools set out in 

PN030 Digital Tools for Engagement23 and MHCLG’s Local 

Digital24 resources. 

 
5. KEEP YOUNG PEOPLE ENGAGED 
— Introduce people as young as possible to planning and how 

they can shape their built environment. 

— Be clear about how much influence they will or will not have 

when you consult them to avoid disappointment. 

— Feed back on how you have used what they have told you. 

— Use any existing youth networks such as Young Advisors, 

young offenders, young mayors, schools and youth groups to 

help engage their peers. Remunerate them for their time and 

listen to them as the experts on how young people want to be 

engaged. 

 
6. ALLOW PEOPLE TO EXPRESS THEMSELVES 

INTUITIVELY 
— Design the interface for capturing responses in a way that 

allows people to respond intuitively. Accept that what people 

want to express about their built environment won't naturally 

align with the parcelling-up of planning policies. 

— Offer multiple ways for people to respond (email, post, online 

portal), including capturing less formal discussions. 

 
7. IMPROVE USER EXPERIENCE OF ONLINE 

CONSULTATION PORTALS 
— Avoid too many levels to click through before making a 

comment, or asking too many questions, or having unclear 

technical questions. 

— Be clear what you are asking people to do. Translate terms 

such as 'Test of Soundness' (Reg 19) into plain English. 

— Make the Local Plan and accompanying SPDs easy to find and 

navigate online. 

— Design the consultation interface to be viewed on mobile 

phones as well as laptops. 
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8. EMPLOY AN IMPARTIAL ENGAGEMENT OFFICER 
— Consider a community engagement lead embedded in the 

planning team, or an external specialist consultancy, to support 

planning policy officers and be an impartial bridge between 

planning and community. 

— Think creatively about the range of skills and professional 

backgrounds that would be suited to this role. See Public 

Practice blog ‘The Case for a Dedicated Community 

Engagement Officer’25. 

— Distinguish between engagement (listening to community and 

stakeholder voices) and communications (passing on 

information or promoting a Council message). 

 

 

NEXT STEPS 

To take the above recommendations further and support Authorities 

in their implementation, the following next steps are suggested: 

 
— Resources, Resources, Resources: Research into possible 

external funding and resourcing opportunities e.g. grants and 

collaborations with London universities. The Public Practice 

Authority Funding Tracker could form a starting point for this. 

— Keeping the Conversation Going: case studies of ways to 

provide effective, ongoing long-term engagement outside 

statutory consultations. 

— Engagement vs Comms: Interrogating the grey area between 

comms and engagement – when is it providing useful 

information, and when is it just PR-ing the Council’s message?  

— Putting Planning on the Curriculum: Looking at the practicalities 

of getting the Local Plan and planning policy taught at a young 

age (see Haringey case study). 

— Urban Rooms and High Street Hubs: the practicalities of setting 

them up. 

— Holistic Engagement: Research into how to join up engagement 

across built environment teams. 

— Engagement Officer Job Description tool: Develop a template 

for Authorities to use as a job description when recruiting a 

community engagement officer. 

 

  

 
25

 

https://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources/the-case-for-a-dedicated-community-engagement-officer
https://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources/the-case-for-a-dedicated-community-engagement-officer


  

  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This Practice Note was produced by Jessica Cargill Thompson 

following a year as Community Engagement Officer at Waltham 

Forest Council between April 2021 and April 2021. It was edited by 

Claire Jamieson for Public Practice. 

 

Particular thanks to the following for sharing their experience, 

expertise and thinking: Public Practice Associates and Alumni: 

Tamara Kahn, Tower Hamlets; Lucy Devereux, Barnet; Grace 

Crannis, Richmond & Wandsworth; and all members of the 

Communities Working Group. Timothy Solomon, Principal Planner, 

Haringey Council; Erik Nilsen, Lewisham Council; Tony Burton, 

independent consultant and Public Practice mentor; Oliver Deed, 

Director, Engage Communicate Facilitate (ECF) and the 'wine o 

clock' engagement discussion group; The UK Consult podcast26. 

Waltham Forest Council Economic Growth directorate, and in 

particular, the planning policy team.  

 

 

IMAGE CREDITS 

Waltham Forest, Jessica Cargill Thompson 

Wandsworth, Grace Crannis 

Croydon Urban Room, Ruth Ward 

 
26  

https://www.bangthetable.com/blog/category/podcasts/


Published June 2021

PUBLIC PRACTICE
Urban Innovation Centre
1 Sekforde Street
London, EC1R 0BE, UK

www.publicpractice.org.uk
info@publicpractice.org.uk

Cover design by Oliver Long. This work is licensed under 
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Unported License



There is a growing awareness of the need for, and value 
of, more effective community engagement in planning at a 
borough level, recognised at all levels, from proposed 
government planning reforms, through forward-thinking 
developers, to grassroots activists. In 2020, the COVID-19 
pandemic fast-tracked Authorities into using digital 
methods of engagement, and made them think more 
creatively about how they consult on planning policy 
documents such as the Local Plan.

This Practice Note is based on a placement as 
Community Engagement Officer at Waltham Forest 
Council leading the consultation strategy for the draft 
Local Plan. It offers detailed case studies of three Local 
Plan consultations (Waltham Forest, Haringey and 
Wandsworth) that took place between 2020–21 under 
these conditions, including the practicalities of different 
digital and non-digital methods employed. From this it 
makes eight core recommendations for improving 
community engagement with Local Plan making. 

#CommunityEngagement #PlanningProcess #Digital 
#PostPandemic

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

