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The Impact of Public Participation on Planning:
The Case of the Derbyshire Structure Plan

Rachdle Alterman, David Harrisand Morris Hill

One of the more difficult challenges posed by proponents of public participation is that
participation has an actual effect on decision-making. This article addresses this question
by means of a case study of a British structure plan. The impact of representations made at
the draft plan stage on the final plan is measured and evaluated in terms of its relationship
with four variables: type of participant; type of issue; type of comment made; and the
changes made in the final plan in the light of each comment. The most striking finding is the
relatively small proportion of comments having an effect. Yet some groups and types of
comments tend to have a greater effect. The implications of these findings for public
participation are discussed.

Under the British Town and Country Planning Act 1971, adequate public
participation is a pre-condition for structure plans to be approved.' This means that
the Minister must be satisfied that the draft plan has been adequately publicised:
that the persons or bodies likely to want to make a representation are made aware
of their right to do so; and that representations from the public are received and
carefully considered.? To give local planning authorities more concrete instructions
on how to satisfy these several requirements, the Department of the Environment
(DOE) has issued several documents setting down practical guidelines for involving
the public in the planning process.” However, the legal and administrative
requirements are flexible enough to be interpreted differently by each county
council, producing varying and sometimes innovative modes of participation.
These statutory requirements have produced at least one important by-product:
they have led to significant amounts of written documentation about public
participation and its effect on decisions, which in other circumstances would rarely
have been recorded systematically.* This rich source of information can enable
planners to attempt to answer one of the more evasive questions pertaining to
participation: does public participation actually have an impact on planning decisions and if so,
under what conditions? In the case of the structure plan process, this question could be



translated as: to what extent did the representations made and considered, have an
effect on the final draft plan as submitted to the Minister? and what are the
variables which help explain the differential effect?

This article reports on a case-study of public participation in the preparation of
the Derbyshire County Structure Plan. Derbyshire County Council was one of the
county courncils which invested considerable resources in its participation
programme and it documented the participation process in detail at the draft plan
stage. It is the purpose of this article to evaluate empirically the effect of
participation on the subsequent planning process as expressed in its impact on the
final plan. The analysis explores the relationships between four variables: the
participant who comments on the plan or an aspect of it; the issue to which the
comments are addressed; the nature of the comment; and the impact of the
comment on the final plan.

Evaluating public participation

It is increasingly being recognised that public participation is not a monolithic
concept.” Participation can take many forms:using various methods, having an
input at different stages of the planning process, and being directed at different
publics® In some cases participation is initiated in a ‘top-down’ manner by
planners or decision makers (who themselves may further be required to initiate
participation from the top. through legislation or administrative orders). In other
cases participation is a ‘bottom-up’ phenomenon, being instigated by groups from
the public.” For the purposes of evaluation of public participation, the goals of
participation are perhaps the most important variables. Public participation may be
used as a strategy intended to serve various goals. One of these goals relates to the
desire that the public should have an actual impact on decision-making. Although
this is sometimes assumed to be the only ‘real’ or only ‘true’ goal of participation—
implied by Arnstein, for example®—it is increasingly being recognised that there
often are other goals.” Public participation may also be used as a means of
education, as a means of building social cohesion, as therapy, as a strategy for
gaining legitimacy and support, as a strategy to quell opposition or, on the contrary,
to enable the redistribution of power away from the established institutions. '’

In attempting to evaluate a particular case of participation, one must first clearly
identify the goals which motivated the participation programme.'' However, as
noted by Alterman,'? it must be recognised that public participation is always
undertaken in the political arena and thus has several groups of 'players’: decision
makers, planners, politicians and leaders, and various groups of public. Each group
of players may be employing participation as a strategy to achieve its own set of
goals and to act effectively vis-a-vis the participation strategy of the other groups. A
given case of participation can thus be viewed as a set of strategies each defined
from the point of view of the set of goals of a particular participating group. In
attempting an evaluation, it is thus crucial that the point of view from which
evaluation is undertaken should be clearly defined.

What are the goals of the public participation requirements in British structure
planning anc from whose point of view should evaluation be undertaken? Clearly,



we are dealing with a 'top-down’ type of institutionalised participation. Undoub-
tedly, the types of participants, their goals and the specific manner in which
participation is undertaken, differ from case to case. In this article we are
concerned primarily with an evaluation of the legislated requirements as adminis-
tered by the Department of the Environment in England. The evaluation in this
article will be undertaken from that point of view, rather than from the point of
view of the local planners, politicians, participants, etc. Viewing the requirements
for participation in the Act and in the DOE guidelines, one is led to the conc usion
that the primary goal (but likely not the only one) for the institutionalisation of
public participation in structure planning is that this procedure should serve to
improve the planning process by providing actual inputs and by having a real
impact on it. This is why the opportunity for making representations is to be
actively encouraged and solicited, and this is the reason why the manner in which
representations are considered and decided upon is to be carefully recorded and
reported to the Minister.

Thus, in the case of the British statutory public participation requirements, a
major measure of success of the programme should be the degree to which public
participation has had an effect on planning decisions. This article is an attempt to
translate this measure quantitatively and to apply it to the evaluation of an
empirical case study. Although the analysis will focus on only one goal, the extent
that public participation actually affects planning decisions, and will adopt the
point of view of only one "actor' in the process, national government and national
legislation, we realise that for a full evaluation of public participation one would
have to consider its effect on other goals and other interested parties as well. This
we leave to further research.

The three stages of the Derbyshire public participation process

The public involvement programme of the Derbyshire struciure plan had three
distinct stages:

| The initial stage—summer 1975: its task was to publicise the commencement of
work on the structure plan and to invite comments on problems and issues

2. The alternatives stage—autumn 1975: its function was to publicise and invite
comments on alternative options for the future development of the County and on
the Report of Survey.

3. The draft plan stage—autumn 1976: its role was to publicise and invite
comments on the draft structure plan and Reports of Survey.'?

Stage one, the initial stage, took place early on in the planning process and was
intended to inform the public of the existence of a structure plan, and the part
they could play in its generation The techniques used were therefore mainly
informative (leaflets distributed at public places, newspaper supplements, adver-
tising, etc.] aimed at reaching the widest possible audience. The value which the
planners claimed for this stage is indicated by the following statement: 'IThe
input| from the general public and elected members helped tc highlight a number
of particular problems in the county ' However, in light of the preliminary and



largely informative nature of this stage of the process, it is not surprising that the
planners are not much more specific about the actual effect of the input.

The second stage, generation of alternatives, placed considerably more emphasis
on receiving information from the participants. Four themes were placed before the
participants to elicit their comments: existing policies and trends; economic
potential; remedial activities; and conservation. The comments received were said
to be used both to help formalise the alternatives and to help evaluate them.

Techniques employed to elicit a response at the second stage included pre-paid
reply coupons folded into newspaper supplements and opportunities to comment
atvarious public meetings arranged by the planners throughout the county, Certain
voluntary organisations, official consultees and elected representatives were
invited to comment by letter. The exercise was said by the planners to be very
valuable both in aiding them to construct 'broad pointers' for development, and
also in shaping individual policies and proposals:

In particular, the district councils in Derbyshire provided invaluable
information, advice and comments throughout the preparation of the plan, but
especially in relation to the feasibility and desirability of the alternative
strategies and policies. Besides the official consultees, special interest groups
in the private sector were alsa very important sources. Local groups helped to
provide information and opinion from the grass roots '?

Both stages | and 2, therefore, were considered successful enough in the eyes of the
Derbyshire planners, They may have indeed had significant impact on the planning
process. However, in view of the nature of participation at these stages, that impact
would have been limited, influencing the problems identified and perhaps to some
extent also the alternative selected. But because of the generalised nature of the
alternatives, it is unlikely to have had much direct effect on the more concrete and
detailed decisions. It is often to these that the public is more attuned since their
effect is more tangible. The planners expressed the need for stage 3 by allocating
considerable resources to that stage and by placing considerable attention on its
documentation. We shall focus our study on the third and final stage.

Development of the research design
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

When a decision is taken to involve the public in the planning process, the planner
plays the role of mediator between the public and the decision makers by
modifying. remoulding and sometimes ignoring the responses before integrating
them into the final plan. Planners, therefore, have direct control at two places in the
participation process: in eliciting a respcnse from the public (which we term
‘planner to public’); and in integrating the response from the public into the final
plan (which we term ‘planner to plan’). Between these lies the response of the
public (‘public to planner’). Chronologically, therefore, we have three relationships:
(i) planner to public; (i1) public to planner; and (iii) planner lo plan

Considering the first relationship, we note that there are several factors which
may condition the way in which the planner can influence the manner of public



participation. Among the four most important cnes are:

I. The stage in the planning process at which the public is involved.
2 Types of techniques used.

3. Degree of public involvement.

4. Types of participants.

These factors require some explanation. Involvement of the public early on n the
planning process allows for the possibility that the initial plans would reflect public
preferences and views. However, that is by no means assured and depends to a
great extent on the answers given to the other three factors. Furthermore, at the
early stages the issues raised are usually cast in general, abstract terms, and do not
allow for reaction of affected parties to concrete, tangible decisions. On the other
hand, participation at a later stage, although capable of eliciting clear and sharp
responses from the public and although fresh in the minds of the planners and
decision makers, may be too late to enable radical changes to the plan.

The types of techniques employed in public participation—whether involving
dialogue or one-way flow of information'®—are clearly related to the stages in the
planning process at which the public is called in, as well as to the degree of public
involvement. The techniques used can further colour and shape the participation
process, and constitute another important factor contributing to the possibility that
the participation process will affect planning decisions.

The degree of public involvement, whether large or purposely limited and
superficial, is another factor which can have a significant effect on the potential
contribution of participation to planning decisions. And finally, different types of
participants—whether they generate authority because of ther expertise, whether
they are influential because of their political power, or whether they are influential
because of the degree of their commitment to particular issues—may have variable
effects on the ultimate planning decisions.

Looking at our case study in terms of the above factors, we note that the third
stage of the Derbyshire participation programme was carried out towards the end of
the planning process, at the draft plan stage. The techniques used were, as in the
preceding stages, techniques involving one way flow of information with very little
emphasis being placed on dialogue between the planner and the public. The degree
of involvement was mainly restricted to informing the public and receiving its
comments. All types of participants were approached: voluntary organisations,
elected representatives, consultants, external agencies, public servants and
interested individuals from the general public.

Turning now to the second relationship, public to planner, one can identify
several factors that may influence the extent to which the planners take the
comments of the various participants into account in the decision-making process,
and among them are the following:

I. Type of participant who actually responds.
2. The issue on which the participant responds.
3. Type of response.

The third relationship, planner to plan, is primarily expressed in the degree of
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