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A brief guide to examining development plan documents
Development plan documents set planning
policies in local authority areas. They are very
important when deciding planning applications.
Independent planning inspectors must look at all
development plan documents that local authorities in
England prepare. The examination is the last stage of
the process for producing a development plan
document. The process should have fully involved
everyone who has an interest in the document and
they should have had the chance to comment.

How do I get involved in the
examination?
The authority will publish its development plan
document for a minimum period of 6 weeks. It will
put the document on its website and make it
available at its office and other suitable venues, such
as public libraries. The authority will also give notice
that it has published the document by placing an
advert in the local newspaper.
The authority will put a form on its website for you to
make your comments (known as representations)
on the development plan document. Or, you may ask
the authority for a paper copy of the form to fill in.
Their contact details will be on their website and in
the newspaper advert. The authority will also provide
a guidance note to help you fill it in and tell you
where and when to send the filled-in form.
To make sure your representation is considered when
the document is submitted for examination, you
must make the representation during the
consultation period which the authority will set. You
should also let the authority know if you want to
speak to the inspector at the hearing sessions.

What form will the examination take?
In most cases, the inspector will hold a pre hearing
meeting before the hearing sessions to discuss
how he or she will manage the examination. The
meeting will identify the main areas to be examined
and a timetable will be produced for the hearing
sessions. Everyone involved in the examination will
be invited to attend the meeting.
The hearing sessions will usually involve
concentrated discussions on a range of issues in a
fairly relaxed atmosphere. Occasionally, where there
are strongly opposed views on matters within the
development plan document, the evidence may need
to be tested more formally, with the relevant people
putting their case forward with the help of legal
representation.
The inspector will combine this approach with

carrying out the examination through a process
known as written representations. This is a
procedure which allows the inspector to carry out the
examination through written communications with the
people who have an interest in the development plan
document. If no-one uses their right to speak to the
inspector, the inspector may choose to carry out the
whole examination using written representations.

How will the inspector make the
assessment?
In carrying out the examination, the inspector will
check that the authority has prepared the
development plan document in compliance with the
legal requirements and consider whether it is
sound. There is no legal definition of ‘sound’ but in
this context, to be sound, a development plan
document should be justified, effective and consistent
with National Policy. There is a short summary of the
key legal requirements and soundness considerations
in the text box over the page.
In assessing the document, the inspector will need to
use his or her professional judgement based on
the evidence available. The inspector will need to
consider the whole development plan document and
all of the representations made. If the inspector is not
satisfied that he or she has enough information from
the local authority to determine whether the
development plan document is sound, he or she may
ask the authority to carry out more work before the
examination can be completed. The inspector may
also want more details of the matters raised in the
examination, and will set a timetable for receiving
that information, before making his or her report.
The length of the examination will vary according to
how complicated the document is and what
representations have been made. The hearings
sessions will usually take no more than 8 days. The
overall examination process will be around 6 months
for most development plan documents.

What happens after the inspector has
made the assessment?
After the examination, the inspector will produce a
report for the local planning authority with his or her
recommendations. The authority must make the
changes recommended by the inspector in order to
adopt the development plan document. The
authority must publish the inspector’s
recommendations and tell those people who asked to
be informed of its publication. The report should also
be available for inspection at the authority’s offices,
any other suitable venues and on its website.

In order to comply with legislation the
inspector will check that the plan:


has been prepared in accordance with
the Local Development Scheme and in
compliance with the Statement of
Community Involvement



has been subject to sustainability
appraisal



conforms generally to the Regional
Spatial Strategy



has regard to any Sustainable
Community Strategy for its area



meets the procedural requirements
involving publicity and availability of the
development plan document and related
documents.

The inspector will consider the
soundness of the document in the
context of whether it is:
1. ‘Justified’ - this means that the document
must be:
 founded on a robust and credible
evidence base
 the most appropriate strategy when
considered against the reasonable
alternatives
2. ‘Effective’ – this means that the document
must be:
 deliverable
 flexible
 able to be monitored
3. Consistent with National Policy

Key websites
The policy framework for development plan
documents is set out in Planning Policy Statement
12: Local Spatial Planning which can be found at
the Communities and Local Government website:
www.communites.gov.uk

The Plan Making Manual provides a practical guide
to the preparation of development plan documents
and can be found at the Planning Advisory Service
website:
www.pas.gov.uk/planmakingmanual

Comprehensive guides on both the examination
procedure and considering soundness can be
found at the Planning Portal:
www.planningportal.gov.uk

If you have a query about the content of this leaflet
you may write to the LDF Team, Temple Quay
House, 2 The Square, Temple Quay, Bristol BS1
6PN. Alternatively, telephone 0117 372 8732 or
email LDF.team@pins.gsi.gov.uk

Frequently asked questions
1 Can representations on a development plan
document be made confidentially?
The local planning authority cannot treat the
representations it receives as confidential. This is to
make sure that you have a chance to identify other
people who may have made a representation similar
to yours.
2 What is the nature of the legal right to be
heard?
You only have the right to be heard if you are seeking
a change to the document. If your representation is in
support of the development plan document, you
cannot speak to the inspector unless invited.
If you want to use this right, you should consider how
going to a hearing session, rather than setting out
your case in writing, will help the inspector decide
whether the document is sound. Written
representations are treated with equal importance to
appearances at the hearing sessions.
3 Do representations opposing a development
plan document have to be related to legal
compliance or soundness?
No, but it will help the inspector in the examination
process if your representation seeking a change to
the document focuses on legal compliance or
soundness. Ideally, your representations should aim
to show why the document is not legally complaint or
unsound and what changes you think are needed to
make it compliant or sound.
4 Will the inspector help me to make my
representation at the hearing session?
Inspectors will make sure that people who are not
familiar with an oral hearing are properly guided
though the process. However, the inspector must be
fair to other people who might not share your views
and can only offer limited help.
5 Who will pay my costs if I go to the
examination?
Everyone who attends a hearing session will be
responsible for meeting their own costs.
6 Will I be able to identify specifically how my
representation has been dealt with in the
inspector’s report?
The report will not summarise any representations
considered during the examination. It will focus on
whether the development plan document is legally
compliant and sound overall, which the inspector’s
conclusions will cover.
7 What if I want to challenge the adopted
development plan document?
Any person may challenge an adopted development
plan document if they do not think that it meets the
conditions of the relevant legislation. Applications
must be made to the high court within six weeks of
the date of the authority advertising that the
development plan document has been adopted.
You should get legal advice before starting this
process.

