Effectiveness of ANTAS responding to consultation issues

There has recently been an exchange of emails on the broad subject of how support may be given to the Civic Trust on national consultation issues, including whether ANTAS should have some sort of response team to draft contributions.  This prompted the following from John Davies which perhaps we should consider discussing on 24 April:

"I have been thinking about the subject of Consultations, and I am very concerned about the effectiveness of responding to consultation exercises - whether local, regional or national government. On topics as diverse at the national Air Transportation consultation, right down to the local level such as a Town Centre Strategy for Hitchin, our inputs seem to be comprehensively ignored.

The Air Transportation issue is perhaps a good example: many well thought through submissions were made by national and local organisations, almost certainly making the same, consistent points on environmental issues and challenging the government's (industry's?) forecast for growth. These views were completely ignored in favour of the government's starting point (and the preferences of the aviation industry and its well-oiled lobbying machine). It's almost as though the old adage really is true "Never consult until you have decided what you are going to do" - certainly from my experience in industry, consultation only took place once a decision had been made on what to do, and consultation was then only on marginal issues (perhaps the how of implementation). In the Air Transport example. it is remarkable that the government's preferred strategy (for Luton) is not even one of the options it actually consulted on, and certainly wouldn't have been put forward by any of the objectors! It will be interesting to see what happens next on the judicial review now being sought. 

I suppose I feel that any consultation submission is only going to have any effect if it is combined with a very high profile PR/press campaign combined with effective lobbying of ministers, leading councillors or whatever.  Local civic societies can do this if they try hard enough to get their arguments into the local press. Nationally, it is vital to get good press coverage, but I suspect that the Civic Trust has not be as successful at this as CPRE or CABE (or English Heritage). As a matter of interest, the Guardian last week had two long articles on the same page, one about market towns based on a CPRE press release, and one on soul-less urban spaces being run by CABE - nowhere was there a mention of the Civic Trust, although surely this is prime territory for the CT. 

I feel that given that we will always be very short of resources able and willing to address the issues in consultation papers, we should prioritise just how those resources be used to the best effect. 

Local (civic society level) should be done by local people who know the details and who should have good contacts with the local press - in Herts and Bucks ANTAS should provide advice if a society needs help, perhaps by providing a link to a society more experienced in the issue in question. 

Regional (SE or E of E) Consultations on truly regional issues should be handled by the CT regional association rather than by ANTAS, as the regional associations should be developing the appropriate contacts to maximise the effect of the inputs they decide to make. Regional publicity is a difficult one as there is no real regional press - there is regional TV but this will only get involved in the most controversial of planning issues involving a large and vociferous campaign group. 

National (Civic Trust) Perhaps the CT should be more of a voice for civic societies at a national level - and getting maximum publicity in the national press on issues of widespread importance and concern. Just possibly, ANTAS and similar sub-regional groups could be at their most effective in providing an input on selected topics by providing a view from a representative cross-section of societies. Such an input would be integrated in an overall CT response, but this would hopefully carry more weight than any ANTAS submission.

I suppose what I am suggesting is that in the hierarchy of local, regional and national inputs there is little distinctive and separate role for a sub-regional / cross-regional input but ANTAS has a highly valuable role in raising the standards of what is done within our area through spreading best practice and providing the contacts to share knowledge and expertise. On this basis we should be highly selective in what we do, and target our activities on what we can do to best effect. 

Perhaps we should discuss this further at the ANTAS meeting later this month - either informally or as a formal agenda item - any views on this?"

