SEAFORD TOWN COUNCIL’s RESPONSE to
Lewes District Council Statement of Community Involvement 2026

1) Section 2 describes Plan Making, Neighbourhood Planning, Supplementary Planning Documents and Development Management.
Does this section help you to understand how the planning system works in Lewes District?
Seaford Town Council considers that Section 2 provides a generally clear and accessible overview of the planning system, the Local Plan process, neighbourhood planning, supplementary planning documents and development management. The inclusion of process diagrams and explanations of the respective roles of the District Council and town and parish councils is welcomed. 
However, the document would benefit from greater recognition of the important role played by town and parish councils as democratically elected local authorities and key partners in the planning process. Whilst the SCI explains the statutory stages of consultation, it should place greater emphasis on collaborative plan-making and how the views of local councils will be incorporated into policy development and decision-making
The Council also considers that the SCI could provide more practical guidance on how members of the public can engage with the planning system in practice. Whilst the document explains the relevant procedures and statutory stages, it provides less information about how residents can raise concerns, participate in consultations, engage with neighbourhood planning processes and speak at Planning Committee meetings. Additional practical guidance would improve accessibility and understanding, particularly for those with little prior knowledge of planning.
In addition, the sections relating to the monitoring, review and modification of Neighbourhood Plans would benefit from further explanation of how these processes operate in practice, including how reviews can be initiated, how local communities can become involved and how adopted Neighbourhood Plans are updated to remain aligned with evolving Local Plan policy. 
The Town Council also considers that Section 2 could include a brief explanation regarding the duration of planning permissions. Many residents are unaware that planning permission is generally time-limited and that development must normally commence within three years of permission being granted. Providing a simple explanation of this aspect of the planning system would improve public understanding and clarify that where permissions lapse, a fresh planning application process may be required.
2) Section 3 explains how Lewes District Council will involve the community in plan-making, including who will be consulted, when consultation will take place, and the methods used. 
Do you think the proposed approach to community involvement in plan-making is sufficient?
The proposed approach contains many positive commitments and exceeds statutory minimum requirements in several respects. In particular, Seaford Town Council welcomes the commitments to:
· provide opportunities for all sectors of the community to participate;
· engage with harder-to-reach and less-likely-to-engage groups;
· provide feedback on consultation responses;
· ensure consultees feel listened to and valued; and
· use consultation as an ongoing dialogue rather than a procedural exercise.
However, the Town Council does not consider the proposed approach to be fully sufficient because the SCI focuses heavily on how consultation will be undertaken whilst providing limited assurance regarding how consultation responses will influence outcomes.
The Town Council's experience during preparation of the emerging Lewes District Local Plan has raised concerns regarding the effectiveness of engagement. Seaford Town Council submitted extensive comments and locally-derived evidence during the first consultation stage, yet many of those concerns appeared not to have been reflected in subsequent versions of the Plan. More importantly, there was insufficient explanation as to why key representations had not been accepted.
Meaningful engagement requires more than simply collecting representations. The SCI should include a stronger commitment to reporting how comments from town and parish councils have been considered, what amendments have been made as a result and, where suggestions are rejected, the reasons for doing so.
The Council would therefore support amendments requiring a formal audit trail between consultation responses and subsequent policy changes.
The Town Council also considers that greater emphasis should be placed on accessibility and inclusivity in the practical delivery of consultations. Whilst the SCI contains positive commitments regarding engagement with harder-to-reach groups and compliance with the Public Sector Equality Duty, recent consultation exercises have highlighted how barriers can arise where consultation materials are lengthy, highly technical, digitally focused or otherwise difficult for some residents to engage with.
The Council believes these commitments should be supported by more tangible measures including accessible venues, varied consultation times, clearer plain-English summaries, improved support for people with protected characteristics and the provision of assistance channels such as telephone support where appropriate.
The Council further notes concerns raised by residents regarding the usability and reliability of the online consultation platform. Reported issues have included timeouts, difficulties saving responses and a generally cumbersome user experience. Given the central role assigned to the consultation portal within the SCI, the Council believes there should be a clear commitment to ensuring the platform remains accessible, reliable and user-friendly.
The Council would also welcome a commitment that consultation questions and consultation documents remain consistent throughout consultation periods. Where amendments are necessary, a clear version-control process and publicly available audit trail should be provided to ensure transparency and maintain confidence in the consultation process. This is particularly important where consultation questions differ between online and downloadable formats or where policy documents are amended during an active consultation period.
The Council further considers that consultations should be actively promoted through a wide range of communication channels to maximise participation and ensure residents are aware of opportunities to engage.
3) Section 4 explains how Lewes District Council will support Neighbourhood Planning and the role of communities in preparing neighbourhood plans. 
Do you think the level of support offered for neighbourhood planning is sufficient?
The Town Council welcomes the detailed description of the advice and assistance available to neighbourhood planning groups and recognises the statutory responsibilities placed on Lewes District Council in relation to neighbourhood planning.
However, support for neighbourhood planning should extend beyond the preparation of neighbourhood plans themselves. Once a neighbourhood plan has been adopted, the principal authority should demonstrate how it is taking account of the locally-developed evidence, policies and objectives contained within that plan when preparing district-wide planning policy. 
Neighbourhood planning is intended to empower local communities and provide locally distinctive planning solutions. This objective is weakened if the evidence, objectives and policies developed through neighbourhood planning are not demonstrably taken into account when preparing district-wide planning policy.
The Town Council therefore recommends that the SCI should include a specific commitment to ongoing strategic engagement with town and parish councils that have adopted neighbourhood plans and to demonstrating how neighbourhood plan evidence has informed district-wide plan-making.
The Council would also welcome greater clarity regarding the monitoring, review and modification of Neighbourhood Plans. Whilst the SCI identifies these responsibilities, it does not clearly explain how communities can initiate reviews, what support will be available from Lewes District Council, who residents should contact or how Neighbourhood Plans should be reviewed when they become out of date or require alignment with a new Local Plan. 
The SCI would also benefit from greater explanation of how district-wide planning policy will recognise and respond to locally-established planning priorities and designations identified through adopted Neighbourhood Plans.
4) Section 5 explains how the public can engage with planning applications. 
Do you think the opportunities for community involvement in planning applications are sufficient?
Seaford Town Council considers that the opportunities for public involvement in planning applications are generally sufficient. The use of written neighbour notifications, site notices, public notices and online publication provides multiple opportunities for residents and organisations to comment on planning applications. The continued use of written neighbour notifications is particularly important in ensuring that opportunities to participate are not dependent solely upon digital access or familiarity with online planning systems.
The Town Council particularly welcomes the continued right for town and parish councils to speak at Planning Committee meetings.
However, the Town Council would also welcome a stronger expectation that applicants explain how comments received from town and parish councils during pre-application engagement have been considered and addressed within any subsequent planning application.
5)  Please provide any additional comments you have on the Draft Revised Statement of Community Involvement.
Seaford Town Council supports the objective of improving public engagement in planning and welcomes many of the commitments contained within the draft SCI. However, the Town Council believes the document should place greater emphasis on collaboration, partnership working and accountability.
The SCI repeatedly refers to consultation being inclusive, fair and equitable and states that communities and stakeholders should feel listened to and valued. It also commits to providing feedback on consultation responses and explaining how comments have been addressed.
The Council's recent experience during preparation of the emerging Lewes District Local Plan does not fully reflect these aspirations. Despite detailed submissions made by the Town Council during the first consultation stage, there was limited evidence that those representations informed the subsequent draft plan and insufficient explanation as to why key concerns had been rejected.
Residents have also raised concerns regarding the practical operation of recent planning consultations. These concerns included the length and complexity of consultation material, extensive use of technical terminology, lengthy consultation questionnaires, difficulties experienced with the online consultation platform and concerns that consultation materials or questions appeared to change during active consultation periods. The Council considers that future consultation exercises should be designed so as to minimise unnecessary barriers to participation. 
The Town Council considers that principal authorities should treat town and parish councils as equal partners in planning rather than simply consultees. This expectation is increasingly important within the broader context of devolution, community empowerment and neighbourhood governance, which seek to strengthen local democratic participation and collaboration between tiers of local government. 
The SCI should recognise that town and parish councils are statutory consultees and democratically elected local authorities, and that effective engagement with them should be viewed as an ongoing dialogue throughout the plan-making process rather than consultation at defined stages only.
The Council also believes that transparency should be strengthened in relation to consultation administration and analysis. Where documents, questions or policies are amended during a consultation period, a clear record of changes should be maintained and published so that participants can understand what changed, when it changed and why. 
The draft SCI refers to the potential use of Artificial Intelligence to support the processing and analysis of consultation responses. The Council welcomes the commitment to human oversight but considers it important that any use of AI is transparent and that the public is informed how such tools have been used, for what purpose and what level of human review has been undertaken. 
The Council further considers that future consultations should place greater emphasis on accessibility, participation and public awareness. This includes ensuring venues are genuinely accessible, consultation opportunities are offered at a range of times, supporting materials are clear and understandable, and consultation opportunities are actively promoted using a variety of communication channels.
The Town Council also notes that factual accuracy is essential within a document intended to explain public participation processes. The draft SCI currently states that Planning Committee meetings take place every three weeks at County Hall, Lewes. The Town Council understands that Planning Committee currently meets on a four-weekly cycle in Newhaven and requests that these references, including those within Appendix 5, are reviewed and updated accordingly.
Accordingly, Seaford Town Council requests that the SCI be amended to include:
· A commitment to early and ongoing engagement with town and parish councils throughout plan-making.
· A commitment to demonstrate how representations from town and parish councils have influenced plan preparation.
· A requirement to provide clear reasons where significant representations are not accepted.
· Stronger recognition of town and parish councils as key neighbourhood governance partners.
· A commitment to maintain clear version control and audit trails where consultation material is amended.
· Stronger commitments to accessibility and inclusive engagement.
· Greater clarity on the practical operation of Neighbourhood Plan reviews.
· Transparency regarding any use of AI-assisted consultation tools.
· A commitment to work collaboratively with local councils in accordance with the principles of neighbourhood governance, community empowerment and local democratic accountability.
Such amendments would strengthen confidence in the planning process and help ensure that consultation is a meaningful exercise, rather than merely a procedural requirement.
