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Abstract 

This research examines the way public consultations are undertaken in the context of the current 

modern society, where information communication technology (ICT) is used in all activity fields. Since 

ICTs were designed for planning consultations to enable all stakeholders to participate in decision-

making and at the same time reach all social groups and promote this service, the aim of this study is to 

assess the extent to which this was achieved in the London Borough of Wandsworth. This was 

undertaken by using a technical and a social approach, in order to make a well-rounded assessment of 

the consultation methods used by the council. 

The study concludes that offering people the means to get involved in planning decision-making is not 

enough to actually encourage them to participate in public consultations. Solving the problems of the 

software used as a tool to consult citizens on planning matters would not be the solution to non-

participation, since people’s discontent is generally related to the council’s dismissive attitude towards 

their comments and not the methods employed to consult them. The most important ingredient for 

successful consultations is the trust of citizens in the planning system, which can be achieved by 

demonstrating people that their views matter. The first step towards this would be solving some 

technical problems reported by the citizens several times, such as formatting the online comment 

section, offering a better description of the documents and leaving all the comments online available at 

all times. In the long run, offering citizens the power to negotiate the outcome of the process is what 

would help public consultations reach their full potential. 
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1. Introduction 

The election of the Coalition Government in 2010 led to adopting the Localism Act in 2011, whose main 

aim is to provide more local-oriented strategies to planning issues. Therefore, the emphasis on 

empowering local stakeholders in matters affecting them directly is one of the Localism Act’s objective 

(Baker & Wong, 2013). The reason why the Coalition considered that a change was needed is that ‘trying 

to improve people’s lives by imposing decisions... simply doesn’t work, it creates bureaucracy’ 

(Department for Communities and Local Government, 2011, pp. 1). Indeed, top-down decision-making 

not only undermines democracy, but it also generates bureaucracy, both of which are to be avoided in 

the current modern fast-paced society, as they lead to unnecessary delays and to a failure in valuing 

local knowledge.  

Decisions which require agreement from the public are known to be controversial as well as difficult to 

manage. Planning decision-making is no exception, as methods of making it as efficient as possible are 

the focus of many research papers. As technology evolved rapidly in the past decades, so did public 

consultations. Internet-based applications have been developed in order to enable people to participate 

in planning decision-making more easily than in the past, when traditional methods were used i.e. 

paper-based consultations, public meetings etc. 

Since the purpose of using information and communication technology (ICT) is not just enabling 

stakeholders to have their say in matters affecting them directly, but also to reach as many social groups 

as possible and promote participation in decision-making, a question arises: to which extent have ICTs 

managed to reach the purpose they were designed for? The overall aim of this research is to analyse 

whether ICT is an effective tool for consulting citizens in planning matters not just by assessing the 

methods themselves, but also by placing the subject within a wider frame. Analysing people’s behaviour 

in certain situations and their level of trust in the planning system overall may give the answer to the 

question as to whether there is room for improvement in planning consultations and how this can be 

achieved. 

Although there have been numerous studies related to this topic (see also Haklay & Tobon, 2003 and 

Harrison & Haklay, 2002) , they are all observing the issue purely from a technical angle. This research 

analyses the e-consultation tools from a social perspective too, since if there are problems with the tools 

used, they may not be purely technical – there may be other factors held accountable for them, such as 
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participants’ attitude towards the tools used or the planning system overall. The contribution this study 

could bring is not just a different perspective of Internet-based planning decision-making, but also 

offering an overview of e-consultations overall, with their strengths and weaknesses, if e-voting is to be 

implemented in the future. 

In this research the focus is on citizen’s point of view, rather than the local authority’s view. Since there 

is a wealth of tools to enable e-consultations, the scope of this research is to observe whether they help 

achieve the original aims of e-governance and what the areas of improvement are, using the London 

Borough of Wandsworth (LBW) as a case study. Therefore, the overall aim of this study is to answer the 

following questions:  

 

Is technology an efficient tool for enabling people to  participate in planning decision-making in matters 

affecting them directly, and at the same time encouraging them further participating in the future?  

Is technology enough to achieve successful public participation, or are there other factors influencing this 

as well?  

What lessons can be learned from the LBW’s experience of using ICTs in planning decision-making? 

 

The study first illustrates the wider academic framework within which the topic of public consultations is 

situated. An outline of the methods used to undertake this research then follows, along with the 

findings and the interpretation of the data gathered. 
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2. Literature Review 

In order to achieve this research’s scope described in the previous section, it is important first to 

scrutinise the literature surrounding the issue of public participation in planning matters and the 

methods proven to bring the best outcomes in practice. 

2.1  Why citizens should be consulted 

Consulting citizens on planning matters which affect them directly is a legal requirement since the Town 

and Country Planning Act was adopted in 1968 (Hill, 2000). Current legal procedures require that for 

large developments, the community must be consulted by the developer from an early stage, before 

even submitting the application. In the case of small developments, the stakeholders affected directly by 

the development are notified by the local authority after the submission of the planning application and 

for the public policies the whole community has the chance to express their opinion (Planning Aid 

England, 2012). According to Rydin (2000, pp. 6), local authorities should make every effort to ensure 

‘enabling access to the policy outcomes and encouraging the take-up of that access, as well as ensuring 

that such participation makes a difference to policy outcomes’ is part of the democratic governance. 

From a more pragmatic perspective, consulting stakeholders directly affected by certain developments 

could save significant amounts of money in the long run. As Wates (2011) argues, building ‘the wrong 

thing in the wrong place’ could lead to losing far more money than the cost of consulting the citizens. 

Another reason for engaging the community in the planning process is legitimacy. If a certain 

development or policy is widely accepted after including as many participants as possible in decision-

making, then it is desirable and it is unlikely to be challenged in the future (Rydin, 2000). 

An equally important argument in favour of promoting public participation is valuing local knowledge. 

Kitchen (2007, pp. 72) confirms by stating that ’local people often have a great deal of knowledge about 

and “feel” for their area, much more so than an individual planner could develop other than through 

protracted study’. 

As aforementioned, democracy plays an important part when it comes to demonstrating the importance 

of including the citizens in planning matters. According to Rydin (2000, pp. 12) ‘council initiatives, in 

general, face a problem of trust by the public’. Moreover, a study which concluded that people have 
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more positive attitudes towards members of the local authority who tried to make contact with them or 

made themselves available (Flouch & Harris, 2010) leads to the idea that citizen’s trust in their elected 

bodies and the planning system itself is boosted when they are approached to have their say in matters 

concerning them directly. 

In summary, the main reasons for promoting public participation in planning are presented in the 

diagram below. Just as the diagram suggests, there is no hierarchy of importance among its elements. 

Figure 1. Arguments in favour of public participation in planning 

 

Source: Author’s Own Compilation 
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2.2  Why citizens should not be consulted 

Among all the praise for public participation in planning, it is worth noting some criticism. Rydin (1999) 

shows some scepticism, arguing that in some cases, when preservation of environmental public goods 

or spaces of biodiversity value is at stake, people may not take the right decision if they are not properly 

informed. Instead, she suggests, some decisions must be left to the planners, as their expertise will help 

in making the right decision. However, this leaves room for some abuses to occur in the future if this 

were to happen. Firstly, the criteria by which projects should be approved by the citizens and those 

which should not, may allow for subjective decisions to be made. Thus, projects worthy of public 

examination may be not available for citizens’ scrutiny. Secondly, stakeholders with an interest in a 

particular scheme may influence the public authority’s decision in their own favour and to other 

stakeholders’ disadvantage. Thirdly, if certain decisions are imposed on people, not only will they lose 

their trust in the justice of the planning system, but they are also likely to refuse to engage in 

consultations in the future. 

2.3  Power and empowerment 

According to Wilcox, when all stakeholders have equal means to participate in the decision-making 

process if they wish to do so, it means they have power. ‘People are empowered when they have the 

power to achieve what they want’ (Wilcox, 1994, pp. 4). 

The main problem with public consultations is that they leave citizens feeling that the decisions are 

being imposed on them, that is, the decision-making process is top-down. People are usually not given 

the chance to propose changes themselves, according to the neighbourhood’s needs and problems 

(Apostol et al., 2013). When citizens are provided with top-down proposals, they are more likely to 

develop a certain apathy regarding them and the consultation process itself (Wilcox, 1994). And 

whether a certain change in the neighbouring environment is being imposed on stakeholders or 

whether it is negotiated makes a fundamental change in the process’s outcome (Kitchen, 2007). 

According to Wilcox (1994, pp. 5), ‘the antidote is to allow people to say “we thought of that”’, which 

means that for a successful collaboration between citizens and local authorities, citizens must be asked 

to participate in decision-making from early stages, when their insights can make a significant change, 

not just asking them whether they agree or disagree with certain proposals. 



6 
 

There is currently a focus on including in public consultations the excluded groups from civic life, who 

are frequently the ones affected by poverty, long-term unemployment, lacking educational skills and 

discriminated on racial or gender grounds. According to Hill (2000, pp. 108), ‘local authorities must reach 

out to the public’. Indeed, ensuring accessibility to these public services if these socially excluded groups 

decide to take advantage of the opportunity to participate in the planning process is of paramount 

importance, as all opinions carry the same weight when it comes to policy making. 

A rather thorny issue is the ‘not in my back yard’ (NIMBY) attitude that people adopt in some cases. It is 

worth noting that, in this case, people will not participate in the planning process unless they see the 

benefits of participating as outweighing the costs – time, effort and money (Rydin, 2000). Therefore, 

their incentive for participation is usually an immediate clear benefit of their participation. And what 

other straightforward way to achieve this other than vehemently opposing a development through anti-

development campaigns when people feel their quality of life can be affected, as well as the value of 

their property? In such cases, the costs associated with participation ‘pale into significance in the face of 

these threats’ (Rydin, 2011, pp. 88). At the same time, engagement in broader planning issues such as 

consultations for the Local Plan is not attractive, as people consider that they are not certainly and 

immediately affected and that others can take those decisions for them, be it local authority or other 

citizens (Hill, 2000). 

On the other hand, from planners’ point of view, NIMBY is an unwanted public attitude and in order to 

avoid it, the currently used strategy is ‘decide and defend’ (DAD). This consists of announcing the 

location for a development and then building arguments in order to defend the decision (Rydin, 2011). 

Therefore, the public is not left with any option other than oppose the development or agree with it. If 

developers’ strategy would encourage people to engage more in planning issues from the early stages of 

a planning application instead of using the DAD approach, NIMBY behaviour may be avoided. 

Since in many cases citizens choose to express their opinion when they are opposing the development, it 

may be considered that more people disagree with a certain scheme than those who agree. But this may 

not necessarily be so – there may be more people agreeing with it, but choosing not to express their 

view.  
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2.4  Power to the people? 

As suggested above, whether the public participates in planning decision-making is not a question to be 

answered by ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Arnstein (1969, pp. 217) states that ‘there are significant gradations of citizen 

participation’ and these can be illustrated in the form of a ladder, as figure 2 suggests: 

 

Figure 2. The ladder of public participation 

 

Source: (Arnstein, 1969) 
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As it can be observed from the figure, the rungs of the ladder, if climbed, help to achieve the coveted 

‘citizen control’. However, at the lower rungs of the ladder lie non-participation - which means that the 

public is just educated by the public authority - and tokenism - which suggests that citizens are allowed 

to express their views, but these may not reach the power-holders and actually make a difference. 

Citizens are actually empowered when they are allowed to negotiate the outcome of the decision-

making, as suggested by the ladder (Arnstein, 1969). 

2.5  The power of technology 

E-democracy, which uses ICTs to assist in the policy-making process has been a point of interest for 

some time now (Macintosh, 2004). Access to Internet can only be gained with the appropriate 

technology, which over the years has become less expensive (Apostol et al., 2013). Indeed, the figure 

below confirms this: 

Figure 3. Price index for personal computers and peripheral devices over the 1999-2009 period 

 

Source: freeby50.com webpage 

This means that people have been able to afford access to Internet more over time, regardless of their 

income, which is one of the reasons why it became so widely used. Another reason is that free Internet 

access in some public spaces has become more frequent (Apostol et al., 2013). 

http://www.freeby50.com/2009/04/cost-of-computers-over-time.html
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This opens up new opportunities for people to engage in decision-making if they choose to do so. Pickles 

(1995) argues that the hardware and software needed in order to have access to e-participation exclude 

the neediest members of the community, but the evidence above suggests that in time the gap created 

by the cost of ICTs has been shrinking. In addition, public libraries are available for anyone wishing to 

use the Internet. 

2.6  Benefits of Internet-based decision-making tools from citizens’ 

perspective 

Internet facilitates access to decision-making for people less able to attend meetings due to their 

schedule or a disability, as opposed to the traditional methods which require attendance at a fixed time 

and location (Kingston, 2007). The Internet is a place where many services are available in one place 24 

hours a day, 7 days a week. This provides accessible information to help citizens make informed 

decisions (Bhatnagar, 2004). At the same time, because the Internet can be accessed wherever people 

choose, travel time and expenses are saved and confrontational formal environments where the vocal 

majority are more likely to express their opinion are avoided (Apostol et al., 2013). This way, people are 

encouraged to be more active in local decision-making and make contacts within the community and so 

a virtual social space is created, resuscitating their sociable identity (Aurigi & Graham, 1998).  

2.7  Benefits of Internet-based decision-making tools from government’s 

perspective 

The aims of implementing e-governance using ICTs are the following: increased transparency, efficiency, 

effectiveness and accountability. The channel used to enable this has been projected to be friendly, 

convenient and less expensive. Given the fact that using ICTs in the decision-making process has helped 

saving space, time, stationery and less people are employed to do this task, it is clear how the use of 

technology has made the process cheaper than the traditional methods used for public consultations 

(Bhatnagar, 2004). 

At the same time, as information about policy makers’ decision and budget expenditures were made 

available to the wide public, transparency improved substantially and thus steps towards gaining 

citizens’ trust have been made (Bhatnagar, 2004). However, e-government must not be seen as a 

panacea, but rather as a means to improve the local authority’s relationship with its citizens and 
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empowering them through access to information and facilitation their participation in public 

consultations (Loader, 1998). 

2.8  Criticism of ICTs 

ICT has its limitations though. Pickles (1995) argues that a personal computer and a database are not 

enough to gain access to online public consultations and make the best use of them. The reason is that 

skills to use these services are needed (Pickles, 1995). Also, the hardware must be good enough to 

enable their use, as visual material such as maps and pictures are dominating this form of consultation, 

which in turn requires a superior hardware performance (Hudson-Smith et al., 2003). But, according to 

Kingston (2007), the software used to consult the citizens nowadays is available to anyone, due to its 

availability through Internet, which makes it easy to use. This shows how this criticism is outdated, since 

ICTs have substantially progressed in the past two decades. 

However, some points are worth mentioning: there is a danger that ICTs do not improve the public 

consultations overall, especially if it is only a facade for old ways of policy-making with only the virtual 

dimension added (Pickles, 1995). But, unlike traditional consultation methods, Internet-based ones have 

the potential for improving the process, as they are much more adaptable. 

2.9  How e-consultation can be achieved 

According to Whyte and Macintosh (2002, pp. 10), ‘democratic participation must involve both the 

means to be informed and the mechanisms to take part in decision-making’, which suggests that the 

tools needed for e-democracy vary, according to what the aim is. Macintosh (2004) states that there are 

three levels that e-consultations can achieve, as the figure below suggests: 
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Figure 4. Levels of e-participation 

 

Source: Macintosh, 2004, pp. 3 

 

At the same time, decision-making can take two forms: it can be either issue-based, such as planning 

applications, which affect a limited number of residents, or policy-based, such as the Local Plan, which 

affects the whole community (Whyte & Macintosh, 2002). Therefore, the software used for public 

consultations differ, as their features need to be adapted according to the purpose they serve – Public 

Participation Geographic Information Systems (PPGIS) is most commonly used for issue-based decision-

making, whereas online engagement platforms are the most popular tool used for policy-making (Tobon 

& Haklay, 2003). PPGIS enables users of all backgrounds to have access to georeferenced data and live,  

as well as decided, planning applications and thus make informed comments on them afterwards. 

Online engagement platforms enable citizens to have their say in policy matters, with no hierarchy of 

users – all comments carry the same weight in the policy-making process (Hudson-Smith et al., 2003). 
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3. Methodology 

The main aim of this research is to assess the current Internet-based tools used for public consultations 

not just from a technical perspective, but also a social one. This section examines the methods 

employed in order to achieve this objective. 

The case study 

Internet-based applications are a new area of research and the findings cannot be up to date as every 

day progress is made. However, in order to narrow down the opportunities offered by the Internet in 

terms of public consultations, a case study was used for this research, the LBW. The reason for choosing 

this particular borough is that its citizens are consulted by using some of the most state-of-the-art ICTs, 

being the first local authority which provided full access to its documents via the Internet (Haklay & 

Tobon, 2003). Wandsworth’s location is presented in the map below: 

Figure 5. Wandsworth’s location within Greater London

 

Source: teachers4london.co.uk webpage 

 



13 
 

Research methods used 

The research method used in this study is qualitative, consisting of interviewing several groups of 

people: planners from the LBW, citizens who participated in public consultations and a planning 

applicant. The reason for choosing interviews instead of surveys is that part of the aim of the research is 

to analyse the tools used for public consultations in the London Borough of Wandsworth from a social 

perspective. That is, citizens’ trust in the local authority and the planning system in general reflects their 

willingness to engage in planning consultations, not just the tools used for consultations alone. Surveys 

do not give a proper understanding of how people feel about the whole process and do not allow them 

to elaborate on their answers or change them, which would have caused obvious difficulties in 

conducting this study, if utilised.  

The reason for covering both the planning consultations with regards to planning policy-making and 

individual planning applications is that for each type of consultation a different software is used, which 

has its own features, adapted to the purpose they serve. 

Targeted interviewees 

The interviewees were selected with the intention of covering all groups of users of the planning 

services provided by the LBW, from documents published online to the actual planning consultations. 

Therefore, seven people were interviewed: four citizens who participated in planning decision-making, 

one planner who deals with policy-based consultations, one planner who is in charge of the comments 

received on planning applications and one applicant for planning permissions. The reason for not 

choosing interviewees from the community only is that in order to find the strengths and the 

weaknesses of the public consultation process, all points of view must be examined, which are the 

service providers’ and the service receivers’. The planning permission applicant was interviewed in order 

to make a thorough examination of the availability and usability of the information available online, as 

just the citizens’ experience with the documents was not enough, because they are usually seeking 

different types of information. All respondents were contacted via e-mail and interviews were 

conducted via phone when a face to face interview was not possible and in person in the rest of the 

cases. The reason why face to face interviews were preferred is that it allowed for better interpersonal 

interaction and therefore personal opinions were better expressed. 
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Questions asked 

The questions asked during the interview are presented in the Annexes 1, 2, 3 and 4, followed in some 

cases by follow-up questions if the initial questions were not answered. The set of questions was 

projected differently for each group of interviewees, who were all asked beforehand for approval to be 

quoted in the research and recorded and they all agreed. 

Some sets of questions with regards to the means used to engage in planning decision-making and their 

overall performance were standardised for consistency of the study. Questions regarding technical 

features of the software used in online public consultations were avoided for time-efficiency reasons. 

The results of the research are presented under the following topics: overview of the process, strengths 

and weaknesses of this method of consultation, suggestions and conclusions. According to the group of 

interviewees and the questions they were asked, some more topics were added. 

Limitations of the research 

An interview with the software manager would have been useful in order to examine how the software 

actually works in terms of input and output data. A contact with him was made, but unfortunately it had 

been a particularly busy period for the department at the time and he was not able to co-operate. 

However, this does not undermine the legitimacy of the results, since the focus of the study was on how 

effective the currently used methods are, not just from a technical perspective, but also by looking at 

the ‘big picture’ – the relationship between the citizens and the local council. This way, the methods 

used to engage citizens in planning decision-making can be assessed correctly, as more often than not 

people are not willing to cooperate if they are only being offered the possibility of doing so, instead of 

being encouraged to participate.  

Ethical issues 

The only risk taken for this research project was that of lone working. In some cases going to strangers’ 

homes and taking them interviews was needed, which sometimes can prove dangerous. However, this 

ethical risk was controlled by always letting a third party know about the location and time of the 

interview. 
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4. Results and Analysis 

This section of the research presents the findings of the study, as well as their interpretation based on 

the literature review. 

4.1  Internet usage 

In order to assess the success of Internet-based public consultations, it is first necessary to examine who 

the Internet users are. According to the Office for National Statistics (2013), 90% of the Londoners were 

using the Internet in 2013. At the same time, it is necessary to mention the less likely users of the 

Internet – elderly citizens, people with disabilities and people with very low income. Their usage is 

represented in the figure below: 

Table 1. The usage of the Internet of low income and elderly citizens 

Groups of Internet users In 2013 In 2011 In 2006 

Elderly citizens (aged 65 and over) 37% - 9% 

People earning less than £200 per week 95% 91% - 

 

Source: Author’s own compilation, based on the results published by the Office of National Statistics (2013) 

Figure 6. The usage of Internet by the people with disabilities

 

Source: Office for National Statistics, 2013 
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The table and the figure above reveal that over the past years Internet has become more and more 

popular even among the most disadvantaged social groups in terms of means and knowledge to access 

the Internet and Internet-based applications used for decision-making. And as the results above 

illustrate, the number of people ‘hard-to-reach’ for online public consultations is likely to decrease even 

further in the future. 

4.2  Public consultations for the Local Plan 

4.2.1 Software used 

The software used for public consultations in the LBW is ‘Objective’, formerly known as ‘Limehouse’. It 

helps the public sector manage information, publish it online and consult stakeholders on matters 

affecting them directly. ‘Objective’ offers a web-based engagement platform, which allows stakeholders 

to see all issues they are consulted on, as well as comment on them. The software also provides the 

possibility to have an archive available online (Objective, 2013). All these features are shown in the 

figure below: 

Figure 7. ‘Objective’s’ features 

 

Source: wandsworth-consult.limehouse.co.uk webpage 
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4.2.2 General presentation of the consultation process 

For the last consultation for the Local Plan in the LBW, in order to inform the citizens about the 

consultation undertaken, letters and emails were sent to all stakeholders. Emails were sent to people 

who chose to be contacted this way, whenever anything of their interest arises. In fact, even in the 

letters, all citizens were encouraged to choose the email option for future matters which may concern 

them directly, as this method would help keep costs and thus the Council Tax low (Wandsworth Council, 

2014).  

4.2.3 The planner’s view 

Overview 

The ‘Objective’ software has been used by the LBW for eight years now, both for consultations and for 

managing the documents needed for making planning decisions. When citizens’ comments are received 

– a minimum of six weeks after people are invited to participate - they are organised by the different 

topics they cover and after considering them, the planners include them in their reports. They are then 

discussed within a wider team and recommendations are made, which are passed to the elected 

members of the council’s committee, who make the final decisions. This takes in total between six and 

nine months. 

4.2.3.1 Strengths and weaknesses of this method of consultation 

The online consultation platform does not deliver the results expected by the council, as most people 

choose to respond by email or letter, instead of posting their comments on the engagement portal. The 

planner suspects that this due to the fact that, in order to comment, people need to sign in and 

therefore remember their passwords and give their email addresses, which some refuse to do. Another 

disadvantage of using the online portal is that instructions are needed for people to be able to use it. 

There are also agents representing people’s interests, who prefer sending letters and writing emails, in 

order to show their clients they provide value for money. 

However, the software is particularly helpful in saving the council money and time, as it manages the 

information very well. At the same time, it helps citizens willing to engage in the public consultations see 

what other people commented and also previous documents, so they can see what they actually 
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achieved by participating in past consultations. Thus, transparency is one of the results achieved by 

using this software. 

4.2.3.2 Suggestions 

When asked whether the council considered using another software, the planner said that they know 

there are also other portal systems available, but did not consider changing the existing one, since they 

find it efficient enough. In terms of what can be done to improve public consultations, the planner’s 

opinion is that more time and money would help, as well as organising social meetings. The use of social 

media such as Facebook and Twitter could also improve citizens’ engagement in planning matters, as it 

would make them feel more comfortable to engage in planning decision-making, even for short 

consultation sessions. 

4.2.3.3 Conclusion 

A criticism emerges from the planner’s point of view and thus the council’s overall attitude towards 

public consultations. The council is happy enough with the ‘Objective’ software they are currently using 

because it makes their job easier. But this software has failed to enhance public participation in 

decision-making, since citizens still prefer sending emails and letters instead of posting their comments 

on the actual engagement platform. The main conclusion drawn from this is that the council should 

make a thorough investigation with regards to the reasons why people choose not to use the online 

portal and act to improve this service accordingly. 

However, the use of social media would not satisfy the needs of public consultations, since Facebook or 

Twitter, for example, not only have privacy issues – some other organisations have access to users’ 

contact details, but also they are designed to meet other needs (Apostol, et al., 2013). The fact that 

these are simply means for people to communicate with each other means that their design is rather 

generic and public and not suited for public consultations, since features other than commenting are 

needed. However, they could be useful in informing citizens about existing consultations and giving 

them updates, so they can actually see how their participation made a difference. 
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4.2.4 The community members’ view 

Four members of the community were asked questions regarding their experience of participating in 

public consultations. Three of them are active citizens in local decision-making, as they are members of 

societies and action groups. They all took part in consultations for the Local Plan. 

Overview 

All interviewees chose to write letters and emails in order to express their opinions with regards to the 

changes being made in planning policy, some of them after previously having an unpleasant experience 

with the consultation portal. The reasons for this varied, as it can be seen in the table below, where ‘√’ is 

the equivalent of ‘yes’ and ‘×’ of ‘no’: 

Table 2. Reasons for not using the online engagement portal 

Reasons for not using the online portal 
Interviewees 

1 2 3 4 

Lack of formatting on the portal × √ √ √ 

Making sure that the comments are 

being read by the right person 
√ × × × 

Having to break their statement into 

different topics 
× √ √ × 

 

Source: Author’s own compilation 

 

Annex 3 shows that the respondents were not given multiple reasons to choose between. 

Coincidentally, their responses were the same, which demonstrates that several members of the public 

face the same problems when it comes to using the portal offered by the ‘Objective’ software in order 

to post their comments online. The reasons behind their choices will be illustrated in the following 

section. 
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4.2.4.1 Strengths and weaknesses of the consultation tool 

The interviewees stated that in order to prove their point, they usually need formatting features such as 

headings, paragraphs and bolding letters and the portal only allows them to write a very long line. This 

makes it difficult for them not only to emphasize their points, but also to follow their own ideas. One 

interviewee said that people reported this problem to the LBW several times, but nothing was done 

about it, even if this would take around ten minutes to fix, from his experience as an information 

technology expert. In his opinion, the fact that this problem persists for a few years now means that the 

council is not interested in improving the services they deliver. 

Also, since on the consultation portal one is only allowed to comment on one paragraph of the Local 

Plan at a time, this makes participation to public consultations difficult for people who write on behalf of 

the group they represent, like some of the interviewees, as they need to include several views in their 

statement. This is another reason for choosing to send an email encompassing all the information 

gathered. 

The figure below reinforces the interviewees’ points by showing how comments are displayed online: 

Figure 8. Comment displayed on the consultation portal 

 

Source: wandsworth-consult.limehouse.co.uk webpage 

However, one of the interviewees had a different concern, which is that his comments will not reach the 

right person and thus would only waste other people’s time. This is why he chose to send an email to 

the person most directly concerned with the project. 

Another respondent stated that the fact that she could not see other people’s comments made by email 

or letter during the consultation was a serious problem, as she could have reinforced their points. In 



21 
 

cases where other people picked up different points than her, she would have wanted to know earlier, 

because this would have informed her decision on some planning topics. 

However, this way of consulting people has strengths as well. Firstly, all respondents declared 

themselves happy with the fact that they were able to see what other people commented on the 

consultation portal. Also, the fact that all parts of the policy were available on the portal was useful to 

them if they knew exactly what they were looking for in terms of sections and paragraphs of the Local 

Plan. The fact that the LBW notifies people about planning consultations, as well as the fact that they 

leave themselves open to receiving objections and approvals made two out of four interviewees say that 

they are contented overall with the way public consultations are conducted, even if there is room for 

improvement. 

4.2.4.2 Suggestions 

One recommendation the respondents made is obvious from the software’s reported weaknesses: 

adding formatting features to the comment boxes on the engagement platform, or at least offer the 

opportunity to upload Word documents or the equivalent. The latter would also solve the problem of 

having to break the statement made into different parts, according to the topics covered. 

Another suggestion is paying extra attention to the privacy issues which arise in some cases, when the 

participants’ contact details are left available for everyone to see. People are quite sensitive about their 

privacy and expect their identity to be protected in such cases. 

Also, making all comments regarding the policy under public consultation available online as soon as 

they are received by the council would make a difference, in that people can make more informed 

decisions. And scanning the letters received and converting them into Word documents or the 

equivalent would also be useful, as people wanting to reinforce certain points would be able to copy and 

paste them straight from the documents. 

4.2.4.3 How public consultations influence participants’ behaviour and attitude 

In order to examine the way people see the public consultation process after taking part in them, some 

questions were asked as to whether they felt encouraged by different factors to engage in the planning 

decision-making in the future. This section is applicable for both consultations on the Local Plan and 

those regarding planning applications. The results are summarised in the table below, where the 

symbols have the same meaning they did previously: 
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Table 3. The way participants regard planning consultations 

Result achieved 
Interviewees 

1 2 3 4 

Considered useful to see other people's 

comments online 
√ √ √ √ 

Encouraged by seeing other people's 

comments online 
√ √ √ √ 

Saw a change made by their 

participation in the public 

consultations 

√ √ × × 

Encouraged by the results of 

participating in the public consultations 
× × × × 

Not feeling that the consultation was 

top-down 
× × × × 

 

Source: Author’s own compilation 

 

As it can be seen in the table above, the fact that all comments submitted through the consultation 

portal were displayed publicly was considered useful by the interviewees. They also felt encouraged to 

further participate in the public consultation, as they felt that they were not the only ones having 

concerns about some aspects of the planning policies. 

Whether they saw results of their participation or not, all interviewees felt that the way their opinions 

were handled by the council was discouraging. They all felt that the major decisions were already taken 

and their participation stood no chance of actually making a change, unless the stakes were minor.  

4.2.4.4 Conclusion 

Since all but one interviewee are active members of the community in terms of local decision-making, it 

can be concluded that the public consultations may provide discouraging outcomes, but not actually 

prevent people from participating in the process in the future. However, one respondent was so 

disappointed by the way his comments mattered in the council’s final decision that he decided to never 

participate again in planning public consultations. This means that some measures need to be taken so 
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that people are encouraged to further participate in planning decision-making, instead of just providing 

them the means to do so.  

People are mostly annoyed by the council’s attitude towards their views and by the fact that they feel 

that some decisions are being imposed on them rather being unhappy with way they are consulted. It is 

not enough just to provide people with the tools to use a certain service, but it is also necessary to 

promote the service itself. The most efficient way to achieve this is by gaining the local community’s 

trust through showing them how their views actually make a change, instead of making them feel as a 

tick-off exercise. 

The fact that the planner’s view presented earlier is that people do not use the consultation platform 

because they cannot be bothered to remember their passwords and that none of the interviewees gave 

this reason for not using this tool shows that the public and the local authority do not agree on this 

matter. Since citizens complained several times to the council with regards to the lack of formatting 

provided by the portal and the problem still persists leads to two possible scenarios. Either people are 

right in assuming that their views actually do not matter to the council more than the law stipulates or 

the council did not consider the formatting issue such an important matter. However, since people in 

general are happy enough with the software used for public consultations suggests that if the council’s 

attitude towards their views would improve in the future, there is a high chance that the consultation 

process will reach its full potential. 

4.3  Public consultations for individual planning applications 

4.3.1  Software used 

Public Participation GIS (PPGIS) is a visual tool which enables local authorities to provide a map where all 

properties are georeferenced and offer the possibility of clicking on them in order to provide brief 

information about them, as it can be observed in the figure below: 
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Figure 9. The way planning applications are displayed online 

 

Source: maps.wandsworth.gov.uk webpage 

The LBW uses the ‘StatMap Aurora’ software in order to achieve this, which is a PPGIS web-based 

software. This way, the local authority can send automatic letters to the neighbouring properties, 

informing them about the fact that a planning application was submitted in their area and how they can 

express their opinion regarding it. It allows selecting different layers to be displayed on the map, so that 

users find more easily the information they need (StatMap, n.d.), as it can be seen on the left of the 

figure above.  

4.3.2 General presentation of the consultation process 

Directly affected stakeholders by a certain change in a property in their vicinity are contacted by the 

LBW and informed about the fact that a planning application was submitted for the property in 

question. They are contacted either via mail or email and if the property in question is in a conservation 

area, the council does a site notice. People are given the opportunity to register their details in order to 

receive email notification whenever a planning application is submitted in their area. The time allocated 

for people’s responses is 21 days, but they are still accepted shortly after the deadline, until the decision 

is made. 
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4.3.3 The planner’s view 

Overview 

The PPGIS technology has been fully used in the LBW for public consultations for around two years now, 

although it has been trialled for longer than that. After comments are made, they are taken into 

consideration and summarised in order to be included in the planning officer’s report. Then a judgement 

as to whether they are valid or not and how they will be dealt with is made. The decision is usually taken 

in the planning department, since very few planning applications are decided by the committee, just the 

major applications. For standard applications, this takes in total five weeks, not including the 

consultation period. 

4.3.3.1 Strengths and weaknesses of this method of consultation 

The planner’s view is that the software used is highly efficient, since it saves time spent on planning 

applications. At the same time, it is very accurate, since all properties are georeferenced on the digital 

map of the LBW area. Errors could only appear when the information available in the council’s system is 

faulty or due to a human error. The software itself delivers good results, according to the planner. The 

overall transparency of the decision-making process has not improved, since the council had been just 

as transparent as it is at the moment in terms of planning decision-making. 

4.3.3.2 Suggestions 

The only recommendation the planner has in order to improve the efficiency of public consultations is 

that a database with all email addresses of the citizens would be helpful, as not only would the costs of 

sending letters be reduced, but people would also receive notifications about the changes in all areas 

they are interested in, not just in their vicinity. 

4.3.3.3 Conclusion 

Apparently, from the planner’s point of view, there are no significant problems posed by the use of the 

‘StatMap Aurora’ software and the council does not consider changing the software they are using at 

the moment. In the following sections will be examined whether the members of the public agree with 

this. 
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4.3.4 The community members’ view 

Three out of the four interviewees participated in public consultations regarding individual planning 

applications and their responses are presented and analysed in the following sections. 

Overview 

All three interviewees chose to send letters and emails instead of posting their comments online. The 

reason for this was the same for all: the lack of formatting of the comment boxes made stating their 

point difficult, as well as following their own arguments. This situation which is similar to the one of the 

consultations for the Local Plan is illustrated below:  

Figure 10. Comment box for a planning application 

 

Source: planning.wandsworth.gov.uk webpage 
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4.3.4.1 Strengths and weaknesses of the consultation tool 

In addition to the lack of formatting features of the comment section online, another problem raised by 

the members of public is the fact that they could not see what other people commented on a certain 

planning application after the consultation period is over. A weakness of the consultation process 

reported by the interviewees is that the way their comments are summarised in the officers’ reports is 

often not fair, since the points helping their arguments are often missing from the summaries. At the 

same time, they claimed that it is frustrating for some people to see that their views were considered 

invalid because they were not sustained by relevant arguments, since the general public lacks 

knowledge of planning law. Also, the fact that during the consultation period for some big developments 

the planning applications change and people are not notified about it, is another problem because 

participants end up objecting to a scheme which is no longer the same and thus objections are 

irrelevant. 

Another issue reported by one of the respondents was that when people choose to be notified about 

planning applications being submitted for their neighbourhood, the applications they are informed 

about are for a very restricted area. That is, people may be interested in a certain development, but 

they are just not informed about it. 

But in the case of public consultations on individual planning applications, all interviewees stated 

unanimously that the information available online is a very useful feature of the consultation. They also 

claimed that the fact that during the consultation period all comments are available online is particularly 

useful to them, because they can see other points of view of the same issue, as well as reinforce other 

people’s arguments. 

4.3.4.2 Suggestions 

The suggestions offered by the interviewees were similar to the ones they suggested for the public 

consultations for the Local Plan. They recommended that a formatting feature should be added to the 

comment boxes and that other citizens’ comments should be available on the website at all times, not 

just during the consultation period. At the same time, when there are changes made to certain planning 

applications people are objecting to or supporting, the participants to those planning consultations 

should receive a notification. 
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Another improvement suggested by one of the respondents was that people should be able to choose a 

certain postcode when notified about planning applications being submitted to the LBW. 

4.3.4.3 Conclusion 

Peoples’ attitude and behaviour in relation to consultations on planning applications is similar to that 

reported above on Local Plans. Even for participating to decision-making for planning applications, 

citizens are not discouraged to further participate by the way the consultation tools works, but rather by 

the council’s attitude towards their views. 

The fact that the same communication problem is obvious in this type of public consultation as well 

suggests that the council should pay more attention to what the citizens have to say. However, it is 

obvious from this analysis that the consultations for the planning applications are viewed more 

favourably than those for the planning policy, which means that in time there is potential for 

improvement of the services delivered by the local authority to the local community. 

4.4  Availability of information online 

In this section the information available online aimed at assisting all stakeholders in participating in the 

planning process will be presented, unlike the previous sections, which analysed only the comments 

other people made in terms of the information available online. 

4.4.1 The community members’ view 

4.4.1.1 Quality of the information available online 

The way the interviewees viewed the information provided by the council in terms of online documents 

is presented in the following table: 
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Table 4. Citizens’ assessment of the bulk of information available online 

Characteristics of the 

information online 

Interviewees 

1 2 3 4 

Easy to access × √ √ √ 

Easy to use × × × × 

Easy to understand √ √ √ √ 

 

Source: Author’s own compilation 

Three out of four interviewees did not experience difficulties in accessing the online documents, stating 

that if one knows what they are looking for, it is easy to find online. However, one interviewee claimed 

that even if he knew what he needed to find online, was not able to do so easily. 

All interviewees stated that the information was easy to understand for them, but not for other people 

due to its technical nature. At the same time, they all claimed that the data online is difficult to use for 

various reasons, which will be discussed in the following section. 

4.4.1.2 Strengths and weaknesses of the information available online 

One interviewee stated that the documents available online often do not have proper descriptions, 

which makes the search for online documents difficult. For instance, large planning applications have 

dozens of drawings available online, all named ‘drawing’. Also, the way the documents are displayed 

makes them challenging to use, as in many cases they need to be printed since some of the drawings are 

very large. This can be observed in the figure below: 
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Figure 11. How drawings are displayed online

 

Source: planning.wandsworth.gov.uk webpage 

Two interviewees stated that the amount of data available online for policy-based public consultations is 

overwhelming and that they needed hard copies of the documents, as they were not able to read all the 

information online due to its over lengthiness.  

The content of the information available online poses some problems too. Three interviewees felt that 

the policies are formulated ‘behind closed doors’ (Annex 3). Therefore, they consider that the 

transparency offered by the use of ICTs complies with the legal requirements, but sometimes the 

matters are being obfuscated by the LBW on purpose for political reasons.  

The fact that for planning applications all the documents submitted by the applicants are made available 

online made most of them state that the LBW is very transparent about this. Two interviewees also said 

that they were happy with the way this information can be accessed: only two or three steps. 

4.4.1.3 Usability of the data available online 

All interviewees but one stated that they believe that inexperienced users would struggle to participate 

in planning consultations, as well as find the data needed for informed decisions online. In terms of 

potential for improving the services delivered by the LBW, all respondents stated that they were not 

asked for feedback. 
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4.4.1.4 Suggestions 

The interviewees who reported the problems presented above admitted that they cannot think of any 

solutions to problems such as the amount of information online, as well as the problem with the size of 

the drawings posted online. The only technical problem which can be fixed is the description of the 

drawings, which should be more detailed. 

4.4.1.5 Conclusions 

This section revealed the fact that transparency is not just about posting as much information as 

possible online and making it easy to find, but also about making available the relevant information for 

the people interested in finding it and not leaving them feeling that some details are left out 

intentionally. The information must be sympathetically presented as well because, as one interviewee 

suggested, if the data available online is over lengthy, the people making informed decisions will be 

mostly housewives and retired people. This excludes a large portion of the community, who lead busier 

lives. 

Also, the fact that no feedback has been requested from the participants to planning consultations 

means that no communication channel has been built between the authority and the citizens. This leads 

to the conclusion that improving the services delivered will be challenging in the future if the flaws of 

the process are unknown to the policy-makers.  

4.4.2 The planning applicant’s view 

The planning applicant’s main points will be presented in this section, including his suggestions to the 

problems he identified during the application process. 

In order to gather information with regards to the planning application procedure, the interviewee used 

the instructions available on the Planning Portal. Overall, he was satisfied with the information available 

online, but he stated that there is room for improvement. He stated that most of the information was 

easy to access and use, except for the out of the ordinary applications, which were challenging to 

research about. One thing he reported as unsatisfying was the upload facility, which allows users to 

upload and name only one file at a time. He suggested that this should be pre-formatted and allow 

uploading a bulk of files under a single name. 
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Just as the other interviewees, he considered seeing residents’ comments useful, as this helped him 

amend his planning application accordingly. He also believes that users with no experience with the use 

of Internet would experience difficulties in successfully submitting a planning application. His opinion is 

that ICTs improved the transparency of decision-making, as now errors such as missing parts of the 

application can be avoided, since there is an online record of the files submitted. 

4.4.2.1 Conclusions 

From a planning applicant’s point of view, the submission process is fairly straightforward, with minor 

aspects to be improved. Just as the section on issue-based public consultations concludes, the system 

used for planning applications, both from a planning applicant’s and citizens’ views is quite good, which 

may serve as a model for the policy-based consultations both in terms of information availability and 

commenting facility.  
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5. Conclusion 

This research examines the way people are consulted on planning matters by looking at the technical 

flaws the software used by the LBW may have, as well as the problems the consultation system overall 

has. The observations have lead to some conclusions and recommendations, which will be presented in 

this section. 

The citizens who participated in planning decision-making have raised several issues. The most obvious 

and important conclusion is that people often feel that the cost of their participation to public 

consultations in terms of energy, time and money does not meet the results achieved. In fact, they felt 

that their views were rather dismissed and ignored and that some of the information provided by the 

LBW was purposely obfuscated. Part of the objectives of a democratic governance are transparency and 

openness, which are clearly not achieved when citizens feel ignored and believe that some things are 

hidden from them.  

However, there are solutions to these problems. Just as Arnstein (1969) argues, people are empowered 

when they can actually negotiate the outcome of the process. Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation, 

as presented in the literature review chapter, would place LBW’s consultation on planning matter 

somewhere between ‘informing’ and ‘consultation’, which are degrees of tokenism. This is mainly due to 

the current DAD (‘Decide and Defend’) strategy adopted by the LBW, which, according to the 

respondents’ answers, led to loosening their trust in the fairness of the planning decision-making. And 

this is a major problem, since trust is fundamental in the citizen-public authority relationship. But what 

led to this? 

The bottleneck was created by a combination of different factors, as the research has revealed. Among 

the technical issues was the lack of formatting facilities in the comment boxes, which would be fairly 

easy to fix, about ten minutes. Alternatively, a document upload facility could also help improve the 

delivery of this service. People have complained about this several times, but nothing has been done so 

far. Another problem is that other participants’ comments are not available online at all times, which 

prevents people from referring to what other people had said and thus make informed decisions. Also, 

the way information is presented online can be improved too. Some documents do not have a proper 

description, so users sometimes end up opening several files before finding the document they need. 
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And from a planning applicant’s view, the upload facility for planning applications could also be 

improved by allowing whole folders to be uploaded at once, under a single name. 

However, these are just the minor problems, since people have declared themselves happy overall with 

the online public consultations delivered by the LBW. It is true that it has its flaws, but these issues have 

not discouraged most people from participating to planning consultations. What has been discouraging, 

however, was the way the LBW has considered their views in the decision-making process. Successful 

results cannot be achieved just by offering citizens the means to do something that will temporarily give 

them the illusion that have the power, as this is the recipe for short term success instead of long term. 

What truly empowers them is a collaborative attitude from the local authority’s part and making efforts 

to promote public consultations, so that citizens feel that the authority works with them instead of 

leaving them feeling that the council works as various interests dictate. And what better way to promote 

a service than by gaining people’s trust through building communication channels? 

One thing was clearly demonstrated in this research: the LBW is either not aware of the problems of the 

system or is not interested in improving the services delivered. Since people attended formal meetings 

with staff from the LBW and expressed their discontents, the latter hypothesis is plausible. Equally 

important is that the research has also revealed that both planners interviewed did not mention any of 

the problems people raised and they actually suspected other problems to be to blame for non-

participation in planning decision-making, which supports the first hypothesis. At the same time, the 

LBW did not request any feedback from its citizens, which means that a communication channel does 

not exist between the council and its residents. Therefore, the LBW may not even be aware of the flaws 

in the public consultations system and the chances of improving something one not knows about are 

minimal. Again, the same conclusion remains: communication and partnership between the local 

authority and the citizens is of paramount importance. 

There is no point in looking just at the technical flaws of the system, as this would only offer a shallow 

assessment of the process. Whereas there have been numerous studies related to this topic, Tobon & 

Haklay (2003) or Harrison & Haklay (2002), to name a few, all examined the public participation using 

ICTs from a technical perspective only. This is the novelty brought by this research to the existing 

literature: assessing the current web-based public consultation tools from a technical perspective, as 

well as a social one. Analysing just the technical features of web-based public consultations would only 

reveal the following: the system is workable, despite its flaws and helps the public sector do its job more 

easily. What about the members of the community? Yes, the online service is adequate, but this is not 
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sustainable. A deeper analysis of the public consultations revealed a bigger picture: the tool used for 

consultations works, the method does not. 

Recommendations 

The first steps towards successful inclusion of the public in planning matters in the short term are: 

 Formatting the online comment boxes; 

 Offering a better description of the online documents; 

 Making available all the comments received by the LBW at all times. 

Taking these measures would help gain the public’s trust in the planning system because it will prove 

that people’s complaints were not ignored. In the long run, building a communication channel between 

citizens and the local authority is of paramount importance. This can be achieved through: 

 Requiring feedback from the public; 

 Notifying people whenever changes in the matters they participated in occur. 
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Appendix 1 – Interview with the planner from LBW dealing with policy-based 

comments 

1. In your opinion, why do people still prefer writing emails rather than using the actual 

engagement platform? 

A lot of the people prefer to either write letters or to send emails because they feel more 

comfortable with that rather than using the online portal system, having to sign in, remember their 

passwords and how to use the system. We also have a lot of respondents who are represented by 

agents, who like to demonstrate to their clients that they get value for money and they like to send 

in letters on headed paper or e-mail. 

2. For how long have you been using this method of consultation? 

For 8 years or so, or at least under different forms. We use the software to run our consultations 

and also to manage the documents the council needs for making decisions. ‘Objective’ manages the 

whole process really. 

3. What are the strengths of consulting citizens by using this software? What are the weaknesses? 

The software processes the documents from the portal and so they end up looking quite 

professional and well-presented. It also allows people to use the software to see what other people 

commented, as well as look at previous documents so people see what they’ve achieved. It is a good 

way to be transparent too, by having the documents available to debate online. ‘Objective’ has 

made the whole process cheaper and has speeded up the process of actually producing the 

documents. It also made it easier for us to organise the responses. It is useful overall, even if the 

people’s response rate through the system has been disappointing. 

Among the weaknesses is the fact that people need instructions to use the portal, log in and some 

people don’t want to give their email address and they can’t be bothered to sign in and remember 

their passwords. 

4. Have you heard of any other engagement software? Have you ever thought of using a different 

consultation tool? 

Yes, but we are not planning on changing the software we’re currently using. 

5. What would you suggest to improve in order for the planning consultations to reach their full 

potential? 

I think that more time and money should be invested in it. I could think of some things that could 

make the programme easier to use, but I’m not sure if that really is the problem. 
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6. How are citizens’ comments taken into consideration in the planning decision-making process? 

What are the stages of considering people’s comments in the decision-making process after 

making available online the information regarding planning applications? 

When we receive the comments, we enter them into our system and organise them by the different 

topics people have commented on. We read all the comments at the end of consultations and then 

write our reports, including what people recommend and the reasons for that. That will then be 

discussed with a wider team before recommendations are given to the committee for final 

decisions. 

7. How long does this take overall, until the decision is taken? 

It depends. For the Core Strategy, revisions are being made for documents adopted years ago. The 

consultation probably originally started in 2006, but the most recent consultation started in July 

2013, then it was submitted in March 2014. The consultation goes through a minimum of six weeks, 

maybe longer especially if it’s running over any holiday times, so people have longer times to 

respond. Then there will be several months of processing the responses and then analysing what it’s 

in them before any decision gets made. A typical consultation process, before having a new draft, 

may be 6-9 months, roughly. 

8. Do you believe that the current practice of using technology as a tool for public participation in 

the planning process has enhanced citizen participation overall, as compared to the methods 

used in the past? 

I believe that using social meetings and Facebook and Twitter make people feel more comfortable, 

but just for shorter engagements. I think there is potential for Twitter. 
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Appendix 2 – Interview with the planner from LBW dealing with issue-based 

comments 

1. How is your role as a planner at the LBW related to public consultations in planning matters? 

I deal with planning applications and I sign decisions on planning applications, which have to be, in a 

lot of cases, following consultations with neighbours. So we have to tell people, which is a statutory 

requirement from legislation, that planning applications are being dealt with within their area. 

2. How does the LBW consult its citizens with regards to planning applications? 

We follow the legislation requirements, so we have to consult immediately anybody who could be 

affected. If it’s in a conservation area, we need to do a site notice near the property and also in the 

local paper for a minimum of 21 days. So whether it’s by letter or whether it’s a notice, it’s got to be 

a minimum of 21 days. 

3. For how long have you been using this method of consultation? 

About 18 months. We’ve been trialling it for longer, but it has not been fully used for longer than 

that. 

4. What are the strengths of consulting citizens by using this software? What about the 

weaknesses? 

It is quicker and more accurate. We had a problem with it, it did not pick up properties that were 

divided into flats, but we’ve resolved it now. It is more efficient 99% of the time, unless we have an 

unusual property or if we have an error due to the error in the data in our system, so it wouldn’t be 

the software to blame. 

The process is simple, so it could only be a human error that could cause the problem more than 

anything, because the data hasn’t been entered correctly. 

5. Do you feel that the use of technology has improved the transparency of planning decision-

making? 

We’ve always had information on our website, showing who has been consulted, whether it’s this 

method or a different way. So it hasn’t improved our transparency, it has just increased our 

efficiency. 

6. Have you heard of any other stakeholder engagement software? Have you ever thought of using 

a different consultation method? 

We do know of other software, but we’re not considering replacing this one with a new one, since 

we’re pretty tied up with it. 
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7. What would you suggest to improve in order for the planning consultations to reach their full 

potential and include all citizens? 

It would help if we had people’s addresses, which is probably a bit of a big ask. But we do have a 

system where people can email us and give us their address and then go on a database and they are 

automatically entered if we get planning applications in their specified area. 

8. What are the stages of considering people’s comments in the decision-making process after 

making available online the information regarding planning applications? How long does this 

take overall, until the decision is taken? 

Any comments that come in are available on the website and they are taken into consideration 

when decisions are made. They are included in the officer’s report and then a judgement is made 

within that report as to whether objections are valid and how we will deal with any issues they may 

raise. 

For standard planning applications, this takes 8 weeks. People have 3 weeks to respond after we 

send the letter out, but, in effect, any letters that come in after 3 weeks, we still have to accept 

them. So we say 21 days so people can do it sooner rather than later, but we have to accept them 

legally until the decision is made, so if they come in late, we still have to accept them. 

9. Do you believe that the current practice of using technology as a tool for public participation in 

the planning process has enhanced citizen participation overall, as compared to the methods 

used in the past? 

I think that the use of Internet has enhanced citizen participation, because people can sit at home 

with a tablet or PC or smart phone really to see who has objected and what their comments are. So 

the information is there instantly if interested parties want to access it. 
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Appendix 3 – Interview with the citizens who participated in planning 

consultations 

Four members of the general public who participated in public consultations regarding planning matters 

were interviewed and their points are presented below. Three of them are members of societies and 

action groups. All interviewees are identified below by I1, I2, I3 and I4. Some responses are missing 

because the answer could be inferred from the answers they provided to other questions. 

1. Before participating in the planning consultation on this occasion, have you already been an 

active citizen in community decision-making? 

I1: No. 

I2: Yes. 

I3: Yes.  

I4: Yes. 

2. You also took part in planning decision-making. Did you participate in public consultations for 

the Local Plan or planning applications? In order to do so, did you send an email, used the online 

engagement platform or wrote a letter? Why did you choose this method? 

I1: I was in contact with the LBW by email with regards to the Local Plan because I wanted to be sure 

that the content of the email would reach the individual most directly concerned with this project 

and not waste other people’s time. 

I2: I’ve participated to both. We (the society) used the web to find out the info that we needed, but 

the way the public representations appear once they’ve been submitted is very unsatisfactory: just a 

blur of lines and it doesn’t use any of the people’s paragraphs and headings, which are useful to 

prove our point. So we always use our own headed paper and send a letter, as well as an email. 

I3: Both. I started trying to use, on the policy aspect, the planning portal. Unfortunately, the planning 

portal includes a box system, which is unlike Word documents for example, where you can actually 

see the full page and your full sentences etc. And I found that this is not very conducive to explaining 

your reasoning when you were deciding whether something was sound or unsound. So I decided 

that I could not use the portal and decided to provide the council a Word document. 

I4: Both. We prepare a draft comment in the form of a Word document on the different points we 

want to comment on. We circulate it within the group, we aggregate all the comments in the 

document and at the end we send an email, with a cover letter. When you use the portal you don’t 

have a global view of your comments and they are difficult to follow. 

3. What would you consider to be the strengths of online consultation? What about the 

weaknesses? (where applicable) 
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I1: - 

I2: The council leaves themselves open to receiving objections or representations or letters of 

support, which is a good thing. Also, you can get any piece of information you need that has been 

submitted by the applicant, such as drawings, photographs etc. You only need to insert the number 

of the application and from there on is very easy (2-3 steps) to access all the information you need. 

But, for older applications, it may now show the comments made by people. Also, the report 

prepared by the planning officers contain in it details of the objections and the comments are being 

summarised and often their summaries are just not fair. There are also some political pressures 

behind the development and some points are not emphasised in the way we’re emphasizing them, 

so this is a real problem because we depend on them to represent our views. 

You need to print some documents in order to see them: some drawings are too big to display 

properly on the computer’s screen. Also, on complicated schemes, you get changes as you go along 

and the LBW won’t let you know when the planning applications changed. And this is a serious thing 

because you end up objecting very strongly to something that developers already put right. 

I3: The portal does not allow one to elaborate and explain the reason behind their option of being 

sound or unsound. Also, during the period of consultation, you cannot see what others in your area 

are saying about the same documents, until the consultation is over. Seeing them at that point 

might inform my decision or others may pick up something and you might want to reinforce their 

point and you can’t. I don’t like the portal at all. 

I4: It offers transparency. People are noticed via letter when a planning application has been 

submitted in their vicinity, which is usually a very restricted area, within around 100 metres, so you 

may actually be very concerned about the document and not hear about it. The big problem with 

commenting online is that it is not formatted at all. It appears all in a very long line so, the more 

comments you make, the more difficult it is to read it. That’s something we raised several times. I’m 

an IT consultant and dealing with that takes about 10 minutes. It’s been a problem for a few years 

now – so it’s obvious they don’t want to do it. After they’ve made a decision, on the planning portal 

they leave the comments, but for planning applications they remove the comments. If you want to 

refer to a previous planning application, you can’t see how many people agreed with the planning 

application and how many opposed it. 

4. What would you suggest to improve in order for the planning consultations to reach their full 

potential? 

I1: The council was most remised in informing local residents about the project and we, as 

concerned members of the community, were obliged to extract the info we needed in order to 

make decisions on the public consultation aspect. This information should have been made freely 

available to the public. 

I2: The drawings should have a better description because we need to know what each document is 

and on big schemes it is very difficult to get the whole picture. 
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I3: The portal ought to be redesigned, so it allows Word documents to be uploaded or the 

equivalent. 

I4: One solution would be giving people the opportunity to choose the postcode they want to be 

notified about. Formatting the comment section would be another thing. Also, when they scan a 

letter, they scan it as an image. So when you want to quote something to need to type everything 

and it’s frustrating. In the planning portal you don’t have a global view of your comments and other 

people’s, as you can only see what it has been commented on only one paragraph at once. It’s 

effective to find things, not to use as a commenting tool. 

5. Do you think that users with no previous experience with Internet would find it easy to use this 

service?  

I1: No, certainly not. 

I2: Yes, and I am an example: I am now used to it and doing it naturally. 

I3: I’d say that they’d spend 2 days trying to work their way through it. 

I4: I think they can’t use it. On the planning portal definitely not, because it is not very 

straightforward, as you have to click on different things before you’ll find actually what you’re 

looking for. 

6. Was it useful or encouraging to see other people’s comments available online?  

I1: Yes, because people look at the same object from different points of view and it was useful to see 

what other people have thought about the project. 

I2: Yes, it’s helpful, but it also comes with another problem of dealing with planning applications: the 

general public doesn’t know the planning law, so they don’t know which objections they make are 

actually effective.  

I3: Absolutely. You can pick up info you may not have picked up and it’s useful to know that you’re 

not alone in a certain view. But in some cases I was shocked that I could not see what my almost 

immediate neighbours also have to say about the same documents. 

I4: -  

7. Did you see any results of your participation in planning decision-making? Has this encouraged 

or discouraged you from participating in the future in planning consultations on similar topics? 

I1: Yes, the project has been so far seriously delayed. Our involvement has definitely given the 

council a reason to rethink some aspects of the project. But overall this experience was extremely 

discouraging.  
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I2: We do get discouraged because of the very few instances which actually get real results. Part of 

what the society does is to object to things so we’ll carry on doing it. It is discouraging, but it doesn’t 

discourage us from doing that in the future because we ought to carry on doing that job. 

I3: No. There were minor amendments made as a result of my contribution on behalf of the 

residents. I went through a stage when I thought: ‘it’s no point wasting 3 weeks of my life making 

comments only for them to be ignored’ and then went through the anger phase: ‘ I have something 

to say and I must be heard’. 

I4: Honestly, zero. When the council decide they want to do something, they do it anyway, no matter 

what we say. We tend to write a letter because we don’t want anybody to say: ‘you haven’t said 

anything, so why do you complain’. Nowadays, we have a conservative MP, conservative council and 

conservative mayor, which means you have zero chance of calling in by the secretary of state. 

8. Was the information available online easy to access and understand? Was it relevant to what 

you needed to find out?  

I1: It depends very much on the ability of the individual to use the information media and I know 

that some of the people have found it very difficult to access information provided by the LBW and 

much of this information was of a very technical nature which an average person would find very 

difficult to interpret. 

I2: Easy to access yes, but not easy to use. You get ‘drawing’, ‘drawing’, ‘drawing’. Unless you get 

those explained, you don’t know where to go next. For big schemes you have big sites, so several 

‘drawings’, maybe 10 pages of them. It is a nightmare going through all of them and trying to find 

what you need for big applications. 

I3: When the consultations come, we are talking about hundreds and hundreds of pages and you 

cannot read online this many pages. So I ended up having to ask the council to give me a hard copy 

of the documents so I was able to form a view on what they were saying and then be able to 

organise a response. Of course, it costs the council some money, because they have to produce the 

copies at a cost. 

I4: They are easy to understand and well presented. If you know what you’re looking for, they’re 

easy to find. 

9. Considering this, do you feel that the use of technology improved the transparency of planning 

decision-making?  

I1: I think it could have been used better: the information provided by the LBW was circulated by 

email, but the means by which they attempted to explain what they were doing was not always very 

clear and I felt that the information could have been parted more sympathetically. In some cases, it 

was obvious that the council was deliberately obfuscating the matters. 
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I2: No, it did not change it – it merely gave us the opportunity to get facts together more 

conveniently. I don’t think the council is doing things differently than they did 20 years ago. It did 

make a difference in the way you can know what the application is about. 

I3: If in Wandsworth you wish to comment on an individual planning application, it’s quite easy to do 

it. When it comes to the policy, however, it looks like the council has already made a conscious 

decision in order to contain each individual group. I find that that is not transparent, I find the 

formulating of the policies by the council is probably done behind closed doors. 

I4: -  

10. Did you have the feeling that the consultation was top-down, designed to meet the bureaucratic 

requirements? 

I1: I am disappointed by the system rather than by the technological side of it. I was not impressed 

by the manner in which the council meetings were conducted, I did not feel that this was true 

democracy at work. 

I2: Yes. I don’t think there’s much restriction on what we can put to the council and the council will 

take notice of. The biggest difficulty is when the council thinks one thing and we think another, 

because that gets really difficult to translate into their report fairly. They don’t cheat, but where 

there’s political pressure, it’s very difficult to get your point across and represent it fairly to the 

committee. 

I3: I think they were made to satisfy more a political need. The political agenda is, in my view, what is 

driving the documents in Wandsworth and the documents are written to satisfy that need. 

I4: We’re just ignored nowadays. If you want to have an impact on something, I would say the press 

should be involved so that you have a chance to get results. 

11. Have you been asked to give a feedback regarding the effectiveness of the public consultation 

process? 

I1: No. 

I2: No. 

I3: No. 

I4: No. 

12. Do you believe that the current practice of using technology as a tool for public participation in 

the planning process has enhanced citizen consultation overall, as compared to the traditional 

methods used in the past? 

I1: In the past the consultation was largely by email and through local gazettes and newspapers. 

Today the consultation is largely by email and I imagine that most people these days have access to 
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email and I think that it should be more effective to reach individual members of the community 

directly through sending emails than circulating flyers, leaflets and announcements in the press, 

which might or might not be read. 

I2: Technology has made a tremendous difference. Even to the extent that in our office 20 years ago 

we’d have to go to the library. Now I could find what I need within 1 minute and a half. In terms of 

participating is easier because you type instead of writing letters. 

I3: Only small groups with an interest seem to be aware of what is happening. But it is better that it 

is online rather than just in the press. 

I4: Yes, definitely. I can’t imagine how it would be possible to do it without technology. We all lead 

busy lives, it would be impossible to go in person to the council. 
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Appendix 4 – Interview with a planning permission applicant 

1. You submitted some planning applications to the LBW. How did you apply for them? Did you use 

the Planning Portal or did you submit the application to the council on a CD/DVD? 

Well, in both cases we had a planning consultant and we delivered the documents in hard copy to 

the authority and in that we included an electronic submission as well, on a CD, as they were large 

submissions. 

2. Were the instructions available online easy to use? 

For a major application it’s fine, because we know what we’re doing and we have planning 

consultants. I’ve regularly been doing planning conditions and things like that and I’ve been using 

the Planning Portal for that, which is pretty good, but it could be better. 

3. Were they usable on the software you are using? 

Yes. 

4. Was the information you needed to know easy to access and understand?  

I think that for some things, like material amendments, minor non-material amendments and things 

like that it’s not necessarily as clear as it could be. For a condition or a planning application, it’s 

pretty straightforward. I think that when you get to the more out of the ordinary submissions it’s 

not quite clear and I think that this is partly due to the way they’re structured. 

Were you able to find all the information online? 

Yes, but I’m quite good with that kind of stuff. But I do know other people who don’t necessarily find 

it that easy, they struggle a bit with it. 

5. Considering this, do you feel that the use of technology improved the transparency of planning 

decision-making? 

Yes, because you can submit online and you have a record on the Planning Portal and it means that 

when your condition or application doesn’t appear on the authority’s website you can say: ‘but I 

have a confirmation from the Planning Portal saying that we submitted it on this date’. 

6. Were you notified whenever your application received comments from the local people? Do you 

wish you were notified? 

I was not notified each time comments were received and I would not want to be. On the second 

planning application we had a significant number of supportive comments and objections, about 

200-300, so everytime one came up it would be just irritating to receive an email. And it’s easy to go 

on the Wandsworth’s website and click into the documents related to the planning applications and 

see all the comments. 
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7. Where there many comments? Why? Were there more oppositions than approvals? 

It’s not just the size of the scheme proposed likely to receive a large number of comments, There 

are other factors as well, which are not easily quantifiable: there is a certain amount of conservatism 

among people, in that they don’t want to see changes, and some people have a view that no matter 

how good the proposal is, it’s still not what they want. The location, of course, makes a difference. 

So, if you’re in a tight urban site, with lots of residents around and businesses, then obviously you’re 

going to have increased concern because often a lot of concerns are related to the fact that when 

the building takes place there will be lots of dust, noise, vibration and all those kind of things. Also, 

the nature of the development is sort of related to whether you’re going to have a lot of comments 

or not. 

8. Was it useful to see their comments online?  

Formally, as part of our application process, we have to include a statement of community 

involvement, which is about our consultation before application. Afterwards, when we were in the 

statutory consultation period, we’d monitor what the objections were and what the supporting 

comments were because we are aware that often the planning case stands up in front of a 

committee and we will need to provide our representative with an argument against objections. If 

he’s written up the proposal for approval, he will expect us to help him with coming up with the 

right answers to objections. Quite often it’s fairly straightforward because we’re complying with 

policy, we’re doing what planning policy says we have to do, but the locals are objecting anyway 

because they don’t really care about planning policy, they care about where they live. 

Did you make any adjustments to the applications according to the comments? 

Yes, on a second one we did a number of minor amendments to the scheme. That was down to the 

number of objections and discussions with Wandsworth about what was appropriate and what 

wasn’t. 

9. Do you think that users with no previous experience with Internet would find it easy to use this 

service? 

I’m not so sure. I’m familiar with the planning process, so I know what I’m looking for on the 

websites. I think that some of the documents that go in a planning application have seem obvious to 

myself and acoustic surveyors and other specialists, but I’m not so sure that the general public 

would understand what those documents are and what they mean. 

10. Did you notice any strengths or weaknesses of using technology in order to submit planning 

applications and ask for people’s opinion about it?  

The Planning Portal is good, but could be better, the Wandsworth planning portal is one of the 

better ones I’ve used. But it must be continually improved because the ability for a lay person to go 

on the planning website and find the application they are looking for, to understand what all the 
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information means and where to find it can only be a good thing in terms of openness and 

transparency. 

What about the fact that for some major planning applications there may be an interest to defraud 

them by submitting comments agreeing with the scheme by other people than the directly affected 

stakeholders? 

A company like ours could never even think of doing that. But it has occurred to me that there is a 

potential for that to happen. I think that for Wandsworth, when you submit a comment, you have to 

give your name and address and I think that anything beyond that may be too demanding and 

unnecessarily bureaucratic because it’s about openness and transparency and it ought to be easy for 

someone to go online and express their opinion. I think that it wouldn’t take much to be able to 

figure it out if someone was trying to play a game with the comments. 

11. What would you suggest to improve in order for the planning application submission process to 

reach its full potential? 

The key thing is the upload facility, it’s quite basic. You have to upload and name each file 

separately, whereas there might be an issue where you can’t upload the files in bulk with a 

document registered for instance, but it could be pre-formatted. 

 


