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THE NEIGHBOURHOOD FORUM – a discussion 
 

A brief paper on the challenges and opportunities presented by the Localism Act 
Hugh Lake – 27 January 2012 

Summary 

 
The new Localism Act provides a framework for local people to be involved in the drawing up of a 
Local Plan. This will become the basis for decisions by local government which affect their area. The 
Plan will cover building but may also be extended if the local government agrees. Residents have to 
decide if they want to set up a Neighbourhood Forum to develop a plan. 
 
Few resources are available to help residents but cross-area co-operation should reduce the amount of 
routine work needed to set up a local Forum. There are many tools already in place within the planning 

and social support systems upon which a Forum can build. The amount of authority it would have is not 
yet defined nationally. It is likely to be limited, as determined by Borough policy. 

Decisions 

 

 Organisations within the area have to decide if they want to participate. 

 Agreement has to be reached on how the Forum should be lead: by an existing organisation 
expanding its role or by a new body. 

 The geographic area of operations has to be agreed and negotiated with its neighbours and the 
Council (or Councils, if the area crosses borough boundaries). 

 An outline of a Neighbourhood Plan has to be agreed, covering its scope, breadth and depth. 

 A legally viable Forum body has to be recruited and trained and endorsed by the Council (s). 

 Then consultations have to be conducted to provide material for the Plan. Existing council material 
has to be gathered, analysed, and incorporated or referenced. The Plan has to be submitted for 
approval first to the Council(s) and then to an independent inspector. A referendum has to be 
conducted to endorse the Plan. 

 After local approval a mechanism has to be put in place to monitor the implementation of the Plan 

and check that local decisions are being based on it. Arrangements have to be made to update the 
Plan and interpret it as new questions and situations are presented which affect the residents of the 
local areas. 

The new Localism Act  

 
The Act‟s avowed intention is to press the decision making process of government down to the local 
level. As far as planning goes this involves the setting up of a Neighbourhood Forum in any area where 
citizens wish to get involve. A Forum would draw up a Neighbourhood Plan. This Plan would then be 

the basis for all further decisions in the area. 
 
The Act is several hundred pages long. Local planning is covered between pages 351 and 355. These 
lay down that a Forum must have at least 21 members, who must be representative of those who live 
and have an interest in the area. The plan must be in line with national, London, and Borough plans and 
policies and must be approved by the Borough and an independent inspectorate. It must be passed by a 
local referendum, in which a majority of those taking part is sufficient.  
 

Advantages 

 
The advantage of the new system is that, if there is enough local interest and energy, people will know 
that decisions have to be based on a locally agreed document. 
 
New local initiatives can be written into the plan and actual and perceived threats can be written out. Of 
course there are several tools already in place. There are plans for London and the Boroughs. There are 

whole ranges of local Place Plans, Area Action Plans, Supplementary Planning Documents, Design 
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Briefs/ Panels and Master Plans and Vision Statements. Many of us have been invited to „workshops‟ to 
support “yet another” new initiative.  
 

The intention of the Act is that, this time, the plan will be designed and built by the local community, 
hopefully to engender a feeling of ownership. 

Uncertainties 

 
There have been a number of London (GLA) and Camden briefings on the subject and some areas 
within Camden have started meetings to set thing going. The rules and processes by which the Act will 
be implemented have not yet been issued but they are expected to come into force on 1st April 2012. 
Although plans can contain so-called Neighbourhood Development and Community Right to Build 
Orders – which bypass the planning process – it is not clear yet what other subjects, apart from physical 
building, a plan may contain. 

 
Camden has given no guidance on this or on what will be acceptable as a legal Forum, its constitution 
or its processes. „This must all be worked out by you‟ is the line. Much inter-area co-operation will be 
needed if duplication and overlap is to be avoided. What has been made clear is that, as now, the 
opinion of Camden‟s officers, if supported by councillors will be the rule. There will be no appeal 
process if locals disagree, objecting that the Plan has either been breached or misinterpreted. 

Challenges 

 
A plan is only a plan until an attempt is made to implement it. A draft „Place Shaping Plan‟ for the 

Kings Cross Area is thought to have cost around £50,000 to produce. A pilot Communications Plan for 
the Canteloes area is likely to cost several thousand. Very little resource has been allocated to this 
Forum exercise. Thus all the effort will have to come from the community. 
 
So far in Camden the initiative has come mainly from many Conservation Areas, where committees are 
organised but mainly concerned with the built environment. Effort will have to be drawn from a much 
wider community if a Forum is to be viable. Once again, taking Kings Cross as an example, the 
Council-led Shaping initiative has taken a year; it started by involving some eighty people but finished 

up with only about ten involving themselves in the review of the draft document. Generating and 
maintaining interest sufficient to produce a useful document and then having this supported in a 
credible referendum will be a challenge. 
 
To make progress, areas that have shown an interest need to have local, motivated, skilled people and 
the resources to identify and construct a plan incorporating genuine local aspirations. People and 
organisations based on the concept of preservation or opposition are unlikely to flourish or be supported 

by official endorsement. 

Route Map 

 

Experience in local communities has shown that what is needed to make a start on a Neighbourhood 
Forum is: 

 A dedicated small group of people to start the Neighbourhood movement 

 A clear definition of the geographical area to be covered 

 An effective campaign to identify local experts 

 A communications plan to bring in local interest groups 

 An information process which keeps local people involved       

                          

End: hbl 


