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Wales Planning Forum – extended meeting – Sounding Board
Meeting notes

[bookmark: _Hlk197078973]Date 6 May 2026 11:00 – 12:30.
1. Welcome and introductions:
Rhian Brimble – RTPI
Gill Bristow– Cardiff University Head of Planning School
Fiona Clay-Poole – WLGA planning lead
Mark Farrar – RTPI Cymru 2026 Executive Committee chair
Sarah Groves Phillips– Mid Wales CJC planning lead
Mark Hand – Director of RTPI Cymru (meeting chair)
Charlotte Harding – Swansea Bay CJC planning lead
Neil Hemington– Welsh Government Chief Planner
Rhian Jardine – Natural Resources Wales planning lead
Sara Morris – Planning Officers’ Society Wales chair
Darren Parker– RTPI Wales Planning Consultants’ Forum 2026 chair
Lindsey Phillips – WLGA digital lead
Andy Roberts – Ambition North Wales CJC planning lead
Vicky Robinson – Chief Inspector PEDW
Emma Watkins – WLGA planning improvement lead (contracted)

Craig McLaren – National Planning Improvement Service, Scotland attended part of our meeting as a guest

This was the second meeting of the Sounding Board, established following the publication of RTPI Cymru’s research on Public Sector Planning Resources in Wales commissioned by the Welsh Government. The Sounding Board has been established as a task and finish group in response to recommendation 1 of that report.

A summary of the key points and actions discussed is set out below.

2. Apologies
Rich Matthams – Cardiff Capital Region CJC planning lead

3. Recommendation 2 - Planning Improvement Service
Craig McLaren gave a presentation on the Scottish National Planning Improvement Service.

The service has been in place 2.5 years and is arm’s length from Scottish Government. Craig explained the close working relationship between the Planning Improvement Service and Scottish Government, emphasising the benefits of the arm’s length relationship.

A key focus of the Planning Improvement Service is taking forward improvements rather than just focusing on RAG rating.

The service works with Scottish Government, COSLA, SOLACE and other key stakeholders.  Collectively, these stakeholders recognise that embedding a culture of improvement is not about a quick fix.  Trust is a key component of this. 

Q&A

Q: What is your experience of getting buy in from Scottish LPAs?  Wales is not far from crisis point in terms of resources and there are concerns around a lack of capacity to focus on improvement.  The Scottish model appears to be the right way to go for Wales – as the only way to properly address performance/improvement head on.

A: There is a similar situation in Scotland regarding resources. In the development of the ‘12 Attributes’, the whole service was considered, including what it’s trying to achieve, skills needed, resources needed etc. This then went through a peer review process, and an action plan was formed for each LPA.  The action plan and a letter of endorsement was sent to each LPA CEO by the Planning Improvement Service – with the aim of triggering discussions around delivering solutions with LPA/CEOs and Craig. This has been the hardest part of the process to get buy-in, but Craig continues work in this area. 

The Planning Improvement Service Annual Report has further recommendations, beyond specific LPAs.

Q: With hindsight would you have done anything differently?

A: The collection of data and its analysis is essential and with hindsight this needs to be more prominent.  There is a need for rigor in the monitoring and evaluation framework to be able to tell the story of evolving impacts.  

Rapid reviews are proving useful in reviewing and recommendations on customer care, and development management and measuring plannings impact on place. 

Q: There is concern at POSW about the duplication of data collection.  Is the Scottish customer and stakeholder survey standardised and what is the experience of LPAs gathering that data?  How are you ensuring there is no duplication, in terms of data being gathered?

A: Scotland are acutely aware that all info requests are a further drain on LPAs so they try to be proportionate.  They work closely with their High-Level Group, which includes key stakeholders and they can co-ordinate data/info requests etc. to avoid duplication. If LPAs can see the value in it then it does help, for example the recent digital returns on customer service in Scotland received 100% response rate.

Digital resources have helped the Planning Improvement Service and LPAs in responding, for example, digital tools that will generate a report etc. rather than spreadsheets etc. 

Q: How do you build trust and engage with LPAs?

A: There was myth busting work to do at start about what role is.  The role is a critical friend, and does not impose penalties. This type of role supports collaboration.  There was also a needed to clarify role with private sector who needed to understand that this was a long-term collaborative approach. 

Craig responds to concerns within private sector as well.  The customer care rapid review originated from concerns within the private sector. 

The role and service need to be collaborative and open. 

Q: Embedding self-assessment culture and information sharing within LPAs - How long did this take and how did you address resistance?

A: The 2019 Act introduced statutory annual reporting in Scotland, although provisions are not yet in place. This meant that there was an understanding already of the need to reflect and improve. Peer review has helped embed this. 

Q: Digital and data is only a small part of the collection of tools.  Do you have specialist advisors helping you?  

A: There are only 5 people in organisation, no digital or data experts. Craig is keen to keep a small flexible team.  Craig would like to be able to draw on experts where needed to improve his overall offer of support. 

Q: Is your role time-limited if self-improvement becomes embedded within LPAs?

A: Craig would expect the need for someone to lead improvement work to continue, to understand data and also for specialist work such as hydrogen.

Q: Do you work with Planning Schools?

A: They have a close working relationships with 4 planning schools, mostly around the pipeline of planners. There are opportunities for universities and the national planning hub on training. 

Q: Once the idea and practice of on-going improvement is established it needs to be properly recognised and sustained. 

A: The opportunities for shared learning across the nations was discussed. Hydrogen etc. 

Q: Reflections from Scotland on the move of small-scale appeals to a Councillor review body?

A: It has led to some efficiencies within their appeals body. It took a while to bed in and there have been discussions around Cllr training. 


4. Recommendation 6 - Shared Services
Amend recommendation so that the lead role depends on the footprint in question and will be prioritised according to local need and what works locally.  This provides the flexibility currently needed to develop this, noting the different contexts within the four regions. 

Moving forward, Welsh Government should take a lead on progressing any all Wales shared services, CJCs should take a lead on progressing shared services taking a CJC footprint and LPAs should take a lead on progressing shared services on a larger than local footprint. NRW should be involved where the topic is relevant e.g. nutrient neutrality.

5. Recommendation 7 - Digital Planning
Amend recommendation to WLGA to lead via its new planning improvement project. It was acknowledged that overtime, recommendation 7 could potentially transform to incorporate recommendation 2.  

WLGA works in partnership with organisations outside LPAs where needed. The progression and delivery of this recommendation requires partnership working, with all bodies signed up to delivery.  This is important for many reasons including sharing good practice and the overall end to end user journey etc. WLGA is happy to lead this recommendation, with the caveat that all parties work together to support delivery. Noted that CJCs are not a member of the WLGA, but the WLGA does work with CJCs. 

NRW, PEDW, WG planning division (which has links to CDPS) would like to continue to be involved as this recommendation progresses.  

Setting boundaries (ethics/standards) for digital/AI use is included in the work that WLGA is carrying out. 

NRW is trailing digital licenses at the moment.  

6. Next steps:

1) Reporting the Sounding Board’s conclusions: Mark Hand will give this some thought and discuss with Neil Hemington. Initial thoughts are that a short report of the Sounding Board’s work should be added to the RTPI Cymru resources report webpage together with the amended recommendations, to complete Recommendation 1. Mark did not consider there to be a need for Ministerial sign-off, as the former Cabinet Secretary had signed off the report and its recommendations.

2) Progressing the other six recommendations: It was agreed that the Wales Planning Forum would continue to drive this work forward.
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