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Chapman Planning September 2019

Leighton Linslade Town Council

Land South of High Street, Leighton Buzzard: Feasibility Study for potential 
strategic planning.

Introduction
1. I have been asked to consider the advantages and disadvantages of producing a 

Neighbourhood Plan (NP) for part of Leighton Buzzard, known as Land South of High 
Street. My background is in Neighbourhood Planning, having worked as a Chartered 
Town Planner since 1992 in Local Government. I am currently a consultant, specialising 
in assisting Parish Councils with their Neighbourhood Plans. I have been involved with 
over 20 Neighbourhood Plans since 2012 as a consultant, mostly in Aylesbury Vale and 
Central Bedfordshire Districts. I was lead officer for Neighbourhood Plans at a local 
authority from 2011 until April 2018 and advised numerous groups through my work in 
local government.

2. Neighbourhood planning has been part of the planning system since 2011. It is carried 
out by ‘qualifying bodies’ (Parish Councils, Town Councils or Neighbourhood Forums) 
and the process is subject to statutory processes and regulations and has proved most 
popular in smaller, more rural parishes, particularly in the South East.

3. Land south of the High Street, Leighton Buzzard has remained undeveloped for many 
years. In 2012, Central Bedfordshire Council endorsed a development brief for the site. 
Its purpose was to encourage development to come forward to safeguard the future 
vitality and viability of the High Street. At the time, the development brief was 
welcomed as it provided a framework plan that would help address deficits in retail, 
leisure and business provision within the town. Unfortunately, these aspirations for the 
site have not been realised and the site has largely remained static. A recent planning 
application(CB/19/01241/FULL 7-9 Church Square) for housing on land parcel c (as 
identified within the development brief) is currently with Central Bedfordshire Council 
and has been objected to by the Town Council.

4. It is understood that the Town Council wishes to explore the options for producing an 
updated policy document for the site, which it is hoped will encourage suitable 
development on the site in the near future.

Summary
5. In order to stimulate development on Land South of High Street, Neighbourhood 

Planning is one of the processes by which the Town Council could opt to produce a 
document encompassing land-use based policies which could potentially bring forward 
suitable sustainable development appropriate for the Town.
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6. The Neighbourhood Planning process is governed by statute and must follow 
prescribed steps and conform to national and local planning policy. NP policies carry 
equal weight to Local Plan policies in the decision-making process. The first step is to 
apply to designate the Neighbourhood Area. Early evidence gathering and consultation 
is critical to the process and the results of both must be used to formulate the 
Neighbourhood Plan (NP) document. The draft document would be subject to 2 formal 
consultation periods and then be examined by an Independent Examiner. If 
examination is successful and the Draft NP meets certain tests (known as basic 
conditions), it will proceed to referendum. If a majority vote for the NP, it then has to 
be brought into force by the Local Planning Authority (Central Bedfordshire Council). 

7. As with any planning process, there are a number of hurdles and potential risks that 
should be identified prior to embarking on the process. The costs, both in finances and 
resources may be high and the benefits of the end result must be weighed up carefully. 
A simple NP may cost around £9,000 to produce whilst a complex one will cost well 
over £100,000. Normally, the minimum time taken to produce a simple non-
controversial NP would be around 2 years.

8. A Business NP may be produced to cover an area which is predominantly business use 
dominated. Examples of these are relatively few and include Milton Keynes Business 
Centre and Altrincham Town Centre. The main stakeholders in this case will be land 
owners and business owners and an additional referendum will be held to enable 
businesses to vote for or against the NP.

9. A Neighbourhood Plan for the area would be a statutory document with real legal 
weight in the planning process. However, there are 3 significant risks that have been 
identified which could undermine the use of neighbourhood planning as a tool for 
bringing forward development for Land South of High Street:

 Designation of the neighbourhood area is decided by the Local Planning 
Authority (CBC). The LPA is entitled to designate a different area from that 
applied for, provided that they give reasons.

 Expectations of residents could be raised, but most of the residents who are 
likely to engage in the process will not be able to vote in the referendum. The 
decision is made by the Examiner at Examination (late in the process).

 Stakeholders such as businesses and landowners within the designated area are 
entitled to raise significant objections during both stages of formal consultation. 
This may undermine the examination process to such an extent that the 
Examiner is forced to significantly modify the NP to meet the basic conditions or 
rule that the NP does not meet the basic conditions.
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10. Work has been carried out recently by CBC on a number of initiatives that could 
support the town centre and potential Land South of High Street. These opportunities 
to work in partnership could be further explored.

11. Recommendation: Working in partnership with CBC in the short term may reveal some 
opportunities to unlock funding to help the town centre. In the medium term, 
regarding the production of a Neighbourhood Plan, the advantages of having a formal 
policy document in place are recognised, but the significant risks at various stages in 
the process, potential timescales and cost would not be likely to result in the desired 
outcomes for such a relatively small area of the town.

Neighbourhood Planning Process
12. In 2011, the Localism Act introduced a new opportunity for local communities to shape 

their future formally as part of the planning system. Neighbourhood Plans can be 
produced by Town and Parish Councils and when they have gone through all the 
required steps and processes, they become part of the development plan for the area. 
This means that any planning applications will have to take account of policies 
contained within the NP and they carry as much weight as Local Plan policies.

13. This is the first time that communities genuinely have an opportunity to produce 
locally based planning policy which focusses on the neighbourhood needs and 
aspirations. Neighbourhood planning can be carried out in a way which suits the 
unique characteristics of the area and can be as complex or as simple as the local 
situation requires.

14. Producing a NP is a formal process involving several stages, governed by the 
Neighbourhood Planning Regulations 2012. In order to rigorously test the policies of a 
NP, an independent Examination is carried out. The NP must conform to the following 
‘basic conditions’:

 contribute towards sustainable development  
 have regard to national policy; 
 be in general conformity with strategic local policy; 
 compatible with EU obligations; and 
 meet prescribed conditions and comply with prescribed matters. 

15. The stages are set out below:
Step 1: Designation of Neighbourhood Area
The Town Council would apply to Central Bedfordshire Council (CBC) to designate 
the Neighbourhood Area (the area within which the NP would apply). If the whole TC 
Area were covered, it would be a ‘normal’ NP produced. If a smaller area was 
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proposed for designation and was predominantly a business area, this would be a 
Business NP.
Step 2: Preparation: Evidence Gathering and Early Consultation
Factual information needs to be gathered to provide the evidence base for the NP 
(surveys, historical information etc). Consultation with stakeholders, residents and 
businesses to understand what the vision and objectives are for the area and the 
potential policies and allocations/designations for the NP (events, questionnaires 
etc)
Step 3: Write the Draft NP
All evidence and results of consultation needs to be gathered together to produce 
the first Draft NP (often called Regulation 14 or Pre-Submission NP). A Consultation 
Statement and technical background papers would need to be produced. The Draft 
NP is screened by CBC to check if a Strategic Environmental Assessment or Habitats 
Assessment is required (EU Regulations).
Step 4: Regulation 14 Consultation
The Town Council would need to endorse the Draft NP and put it out to public 
consultation formally for 6 weeks (wide publicity, informing stakeholders and 
statutory consultees, and a method for receiving comments required online & on 
paper).
Step 5: Consider comments & prepare Submission NP
The regulations require all comments to be considered and where relevant taken 
into account. The amended NP and all the background papers, together with a Basic 
Conditions Statement (a technical document stating how the NP fulfils the Basic 
Conditions) is submitted to CBC formally after being endorsed by the Town Council.
Step 6: Regulation 16 Consultation
CBC will check and publish the NP for a 6 week period. All comments are forwarded 
direct to the Examiner.
Step 7: Examination
An independent Examiner is appointed. The NP and all comments will be examined. 
The Examiner decides whether to hold a formal hearing session or deal with the NP 
Examination by written representation only. The NP will either pass or fail the basic 
conditions. If it passes, there may be modifications to the NP. The Examiner decides 
the geographical area for the referendum.
Step 8: Referendum
A referendum is held subject to all the ‘normal’ election requirements i.e. CBC will 
arrange polling cards, polling stations, staff and the count. A simple majority is 
required for each referendum, no minimum turnout is specified.
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Step 9: Make NP
If the referendum is successful, CBC is required to ‘make’ the NP i.e. bring it into 
force.

Timescales
16. It varies from NP to NP how long the process will take. This depends upon the Steering 

Group, the skills available, the scale of the NP and whether the process runs smoothly. 
Milton Keynes Central Business NP took just over 3 years to complete. Houghton Regis 
was designated in April 2017 and are currently looking to publish their first Draft NP 
soon. A small rural parish would usually take a minimum of 2 years to complete.

17. There are a number of statutory timescales which have to be met either by the Local 
Planning Authority (CBC) or the Town Council. These include: Designation (13 weeks 
for CBC to decide); Regulation 14 Consultation (6 weeks); Regulation 16 Consultation (6 
weeks); Referendum (at least 28 days notice required). The time taken for the 
remainder of the process will depend largely upon the resources available.

Costs/resources
18. The majority of the costs would be borne by the Town Council at the beginning of the 

process, the costs associated with the Examination and referendum are borne by CBC. 
Government Grants are available, currently £9,000, but up to £17,000 for a complex 
NP. A further £10,000 is available if a group wishes to provide affordable housing for 
sale. Grants can be used for appointing specialist consultants, commissioning pieces of 
evidence such as Green Infrastructure Plans or Housing Needs Surveys and for costs 
associated with consultation. Grant funding cannot be used for administration costs or 
capital costs. The grant application process is straightforward and aligned to the 
financial year.

19. £9,000 is usually sufficient to cover the costs for a small rural parish with no 
allocations. £17,000 would cover the costs of a simple NP in a relatively small parish 
which allocates small housing sites for development. It is not adequate to cover the 
cost of a complex NP using planning consultants.

20. Thame (population around 13,000) NP was completed in 2013 to a cost of around 
£100,000. This NP allocated land for housing, retail, green space etc. It was one of the 
first complex NP’s produced and was relatively successful in bringing forward housing, 
although there has been controversy more recently.

21. Grant funding relates to the group (i.e the Town Council) and not the Neighbourhood 
Area. Therefore grant funding would only be available to LLTC once.

22. In terms of resources, best practice would suggest that a Working Party/Steering 
Group is set up as a sub-committee of the LLTC. The TC Members on that group would 
be responsible for setting the process and timescales. Normally, interested individuals 
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would be invited to become part of the Working Party but would be bound by the TC 
rules around declaring an interest etc.

23. Agendas and Minutes are normally published to ensure transparency, so the meetings 
would need to be attended by one of the TC staff to take minutes etc. Decisions at the 
formal stages would need to be made by the TC. Consultants could be sought to carry 
out some of the work for the NP, writing the documents, engaging stakeholders etc. via 
the TC’s normal tendering process.

Referendum
24. Neighbourhood Plans in Business Areas will require two separate referenda to be held 

in parallel. The first will be for residents and a second referendum will be held for 
businesses (or more specifically non-domestic rate payers). Each business will have one 
vote and will need to register beforehand. In this instance, the outcome of the 
business and residents' referenda will be considered separately. If both are in favour of 
the NP it will be adopted. If both reject the NP, it would not be adopted. Where the 
two outcomes conflict with each other the decision about whether or not to adopt the 
NP will rest with the local planning authority.

25. The Examiner has the power to decide who can vote in the referendum and there is a 
risk that those residents involved in the formation of the NP will not get to vote in the 
referendum.  E.g. Altrincham Town Centre Business NP Area covered the whole of the 
town centre. The area for the referendum covered 100% of businesses in that area, but 
only 5% of the population who used the town centre. The Working Group 
fundamentally disagreed with this ruling but were unable to do anything about it. The 
vote was yes to both, but only 14% of the eligible residents turned up to vote 
indicating potentially that those who were actively engaged in producing the NP were 
not eligible to vote and used town centre facilities, but did not live in the Town Centre.

Producing a NP for Land South of High Street
26. Adopted Neighbourhood Plans are able to designate land for particular purposes which 

would mean that future planning applications for those pieces of land must not conflict 
with the requirements set out in the policies. The NP policies have the same weight as 
Local Plan policies and to determine a planning application contrary to those policies 
would represent a ‘departure’ from policy and would need overriding justification. 

27. The process of producing a Neighbourhood Plan is specifically designed to allow local 
people to express their aspirations and intentions for land use planning in the area. 
Provided that the NP policies do not conflict with Local Plan strategic policies or 
national planning guidelines, CBC (as Local Planning Authority) would not be able to 
block the NP policies or designations. As a landowner of the site, CBC Assets would be 
entitled to make representations on the NP.

Page 6



Chapman Planning September 2019

28. Whilst having a NP in place for Land South of High Street would be very beneficial in 
planning policy terms, by itself a NP would not create an environment whereby market 
conditions would be altered.

29. There are implications around applying to designate a small area as a Neighbourhood 
Plan Area within the Town Council’s administrative area, whether it would be Land 
South of High Street or a wider area such as the Town Centre. Whilst focussing on a 
small geographical area would make the process of producing a Neighbourhood Plan 
simpler and smaller scale, (and potentially cheaper and quicker), there are implications 
for the future planning for the Town Council. It is not possible under the legislation to 
have overlapping Neighbourhood Areas. Accordingly, if the Town Council wishes to 
plan for a larger area through neighbourhood planning, the existing designation would 
be excluded. 

30. The LPA, i.e. CBC is entitled to refuse an application to designate a Neighbourhood 
Area under the current legislation. Without a Neighbourhood Area designation, a NP 
cannot be produced. CBC is likely to prefer that a larger area is designated, possibly 
including the whole of the Town Centre, or even the whole of the administrative area 
of the Town Council. They are able to designate whatever area they choose, provided 
that they give valid reasons for doing so. The only recourse for the Town Council would 
be to challenge through the courts.

31. Grant funding relates to the group (i.e. the Town Council) and not the Neighbourhood 
Area. Therefore grant funding would only be available once.

32. Neighbourhood Planning is designed as a community-led process. The businesses. 
landowners and any residents must not only be involved but the Examiner requires 
evidence that they have been involved in accordance with the Neighbourhood 
Planning Regulations.  Ultimately it is these stakeholders who agree the NP through 
referendum. If the referendum is unsuccessful, there is no further process available.

Summary of risks to NP process

When? What? Who?
Designation LLTC applies to designate a boundary for the NP Area. 

CBC decides whether the proposed NP Area is 
acceptable. They can designate a different area from 
that applied for, provided that they give appropriate 
reasons. At Examination, the Examiner is able to alter 
the boundary.

CBC
Examiner

Consultation: 
Involvement 
with 
residents

Residents who use the Town Centre will (quite rightly) 
wish to be consulted. However, only residents who 
live within the area are likely to be allowed to vote at 
referendum. This is in the hands of the Examiner.

Examiner

Consultation:
Landowners

Landowners must be consulted. If they do not agree 
with the proposed content of the NP, they have 2 
formal opportunities to object to the NP. If allocations 

Landowners
Examiner
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or designations in the NP realistically cannot be 
brought forward, they are unlikely to be passed at 
Examination.

Submission CBC may conclude that the NP content does not meet 
the basic conditions (i.e. the NP is not in general 
conformity with the Local Plan or national guidance). 
In this case, they are entitled to delay Reg 16 
publication and examination.

CBC

Examination The Independent Examiner can only recommend 
minor modifications to the NP that are seen as 
essential for the NP to meet the basic conditions. If 
LLTC disagree with those recommendations, there is 
no place to go other than referendum.

Examiner

Referendum For a business area, there are two referenda. If one is 
unsuccessful, the NP does not proceed.

Residents, 
Businesses

Alternatives to a NP
Development Brief

33. A development brief was produced for the site in March 2012 and adopted by CBC. 
This development brief had the status of Technical Guidance for Development 
Management Purposes. This means that the contents of the brief had to be taken into 
account when considering any proposals for development. 

34. Consultation was undertaken by CBC with the public in 2016 to provide community 
input into an updated development brief. It is understood that very little liaison with 
the Town Council has occurred since then. However, for various reasons it was not 
followed through, including the rapidly changing retail market and that CBC planning 
work has concentrated planning staff resources on producing a new Local Plan. Other 
CBC initiatives have replaced the development brief approach (including Community 
Planning which was undertaken for the town in 2017). 

Working in partnership with Central Bedfordshire Council
35. CBC have been contacted informally and they are currently carrying out a number of 

pieces of work with which they will shortly be shortly engaging with the Town Council 
to discuss. Unfortunately, they have not formally communicated these initiatives to the 
Town Council as yet. These are:
a) Town Benchmarking exercise carried out by consultants commissioned by CBC. A 
draft report is expected shortly. The benchmarking exercise compares a number of key 
performance statistics relating to all aspects of commercial and retail activity in the 
town with other small market towns. The methodology mainly was by use of surveys 
which have already been carried out. This included Town Centre User surveys which 
numbered over 1000 public responses. Clerks will be briefed in September/October.
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b) Preparation of a potential bid for ‘Future High Street Fund’ is underway, led by CBC, 
the current deadline for bids is Jan 2020. The government has stated it is committed to 
helping more high streets adapt and meet changing expectations and launched ‘Our 
Plan for the High Street’ with an overall fund of £675m. More information is available 
here 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attach
ment_data/file/783531/Future_High_Streets_Fund_prospectus.pdf

c) A new S106 Strategy will be published next month by CBC with a Member Workshop 
being planned to explain and launch the Strategy.

Recommendations
1. The principal authority is already carrying out work as set out above, which has the 

potential to help the town progress schemes and attract funding. There has been a 
recent change of personnel including a new portfolio holder, Cllr Kevin Collins and 
Head of Place Delivery, Stephen Mooring. These changes together with the ongoing 
work being carried out, give the Town Council an opportunity to explore new ways of 
working including more frequent communication both at Member and Officer level, 
informally and formally. 

2. Whilst a NP for Land South of High Street would provide a planning framework with 
real weight in planning terms, there are significant risks surrounding the production of 
a NP at most stages in the statutory process. These include designation, formal 
consultation, examination and referendum. It is my opinion that these risks cannot be 
mitigated against sufficiently to be avoided or minimised. The potential timescales, 
cost and resource input would not be likely to result in the desired outcomes for such a 
relatively small area of the town. An adopted Neighbourhood Plan is a policy document 
and will not by itself encourage commercial investment in the site.
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Annexe: National Planning Policy Guidance Extracts
What is the process for designating a neighbourhood area?
An application must be made by a parish or town council, neighbourhood forum or a prospective 
neighbourhood forum (or a community organisation in the case of a Community Right to Build 
Order) to the local planning authority for a neighbourhood area to be designated (see regulation 5 of 
the Neighbourhood Planning (General) Regulations 2012 (as amended). This must include a 
statement explaining why the proposed neighbourhood area is an appropriate area.
A local planning authority must determine the application within certain timescales.
Paragraph: 024 Reference ID: 41-024-20190509
Revision date: 09 05 2019 See previous version
Should a community organisation or neighbourhood planning body consult the local planning 
authority before making an area application?
A community organisation or neighbourhood planning body should consult the local planning 
authority before making an area application. There should be a positive and constructive dialogue 
about the planning ambitions of the community and any wider planning considerations that might 
influence the neighbourhood planning process if the outcome of that process is to be a 
neighbourhood plan or Order that meets the basic conditions for neighbourhood planning.
Paragraph: 025 Reference ID: 41-025-20190509
Revision date: 09 05 2019 See previous version
Revision date: 09 05 2019 See previous version
Revision date: 06 03 2014
What considerations, other than administrative boundaries, may be relevant when deciding the 
boundaries of a neighbourhood area?
The following could be considerations when deciding the boundaries of a neighbourhood area:
village or settlement boundaries, which could reflect areas of planned expansion
the catchment area for walking to local services such as shops, primary schools, doctors’ surgery, 
parks or other facilities
the area where formal or informal networks of community based groups operate
the physical appearance or characteristics of the neighbourhood, for example buildings that may be 
of a consistent scale or style
whether the area forms all or part of a coherent estate either for businesses or residents
whether the area is wholly or predominantly a business area
whether infrastructure or physical features define a natural boundary, for example a major road or 
railway line or waterway
the natural setting or features in an area
size of the population (living and working) in the area
Electoral ward boundaries can be a useful starting point for discussions on the appropriate size of a 
neighbourhood area; these have an average population of about 5,500 residents.
Paragraph: 033 Reference ID: 41-033-20140306
Revision date: 06 03 2014
Is there a time limit for the determination of a neighbourhood area application by a local planning 
authority?
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The Neighbourhood Planning (General) (Amendment) Regulations 2015prescribe time limits for the 
determination of a neighbourhood area application. Applications must be determined within 13 
weeks of first being publicised. If these time limits are not met, the local planning authority must 
designate all of the area applied for.
Must a local planning authority designate a neighbourhood area and must this be the area applied 
for?
A local planning authority must designate a neighbourhood area if it receives a valid application and 
some or all of the area has not yet been designated (see section 61G(5) of the Town and Country 
Planning Act 1990 Act as applied to Neighbourhood plans by section 38A of the Planning and 
Compulsory Purchase Act 2004).
However, a local planning authority can refuse to designate the specific area applied for if it 
considers the area is not appropriate. Where it does so, the local planning authority must give 
reasons. The authority must use its powers of designation to ensure that some or all of the area 
applied for forms part of one or more designated neighbourhood areas.
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