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CAUTION – This email has been received from outside the NICS network. If you have any concerns,
please report for investigation.

Dear Sir/Madam,
 
Thank you for you recent correspondence advising us of the Minister’s current time
commitments.
 
Please find attached letter from , Director Wales, NI and Planning Aid England.
 
We look forward to hearing from you in due course.
 
Best wishes
 

Northern Ireland Member Services Officer @rtpi.org.uk

Royal Town Planning Institute
PO Box 69
CARRICKFERGUS
BT38 8WX

www.rtpi.org.uk

Registered Charity No: 262865   |   ​Scottish Registered Charity No: SC 037841 

The Royal Town Planning Institute accepts no liability for the content of this email, or for the consequences of any actions taken on the basis
of the information provided, unless that information is subsequently confirmed in writing. Any views or opinions presented in this email are
solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of the company.
​

https://eu-west-1.protection.sophos.com/?d=rtpi.org.uk&u=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucnRwaS5vcmcudWsv&i=NjU1NTQ1Y2Y2MjBmMmMyMzA0ZGUxYzYy&t=OFNkSUZkdmtuWk4vUU1LdDc2ZkRKemZhdCtSTWFPd2IvazloVVhoNExNdz0=&h=f2564beea98e4259a60fd03387ae818d&s=AVNPUEhUT0NFTkNSWVBUSVa5ehUaujauHL2oQFQqXs3yJ5xDkmoDtWsPDFaMgmmaiQ
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Royal Town Planning Institute Northern Ireland (RTPI NI)

PO Box 69

Carrickfergus

BT38 8WX

Tel: 020 7929 8197

Email: northernireland@rtpi.org.uk









John O’Dowd MLA 

Minister for Infrastructure 

Department for Infrastructure 

Clarence Court 

10-18 Adelaide Street 

Belfast 

BT2 8GB 



25th March 2024





By e-mail to: 

Private.Office@infrastructure-ni.gov.uk 



Dear Minister O’Dowd,



Invitation to meet RTPI Northern Ireland



Thank you for your recent correspondence informing us of your current diary commitments.  We acknowledge the demands on your time and understand that a meeting is not possible at this time.  



I would, however, welcome the opportunity to meet you at another suitable time to share ideas about what is needed to support and improve the planning service in Northern Ireland in the light of the 2022 NIAO and PAC reports, as well as feedback from practitioners themselves.  Building capacity and resilience in the planning system is essential to realise the power of planning to create prosperous places and vibrant communities. 



The RTPI is the leading professional body for spatial planners in the UK.  It is a charity with the purpose to develop the art and science of town planning for the benefit of the public as a whole.  It has over 27,000 members, over 700 of whom reside in Northern Ireland serving in local government, the Department, consultee bodies, as advisors and consultants in the private sector, or in the wider development industry.  The RTPI in Northern Ireland also serve as Secretariat on the Interim Regional Planning Commission.



I look forward to hearing from you in coming months.



Yours sincerely, 
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Mark Hand

Director, RTPI Wales, Northern Ireland and Planning Aid England



cc 	Dr Denis McMahon, Permanent Secretary and Alistair Beggs, Chief Planner
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Good Morning,
 
Please see attached response from Minister O’Dowd.
 
Many Thanks
 

DfI Private Office
Clarence Court
10-18 Adelaide Street
BELFAST BT2 8GB
* Private.office@infrastructure-ni.gov.uk
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From the office of the Minister for Infrastructure 

JOHN O’DOWD MLA 
 

 
 
 
 
Royal Town Planning Institute NI (RTPI NI) 
PO Box 69 
Carrickfergus 
BT38 8WX 
 

Room 708 
Clarence Court 
10-18 Adelaide Street 
BELFAST 
BT2 8GB 
Telephone: (028) 9054 0105 
Email: Private.office@infrastructure-ni.gov.uk  
  
 
Your reference:  
Our reference: INV-1154-2024 
 11th April 2024 

  

Dear  

Invitation to meet RTPI Northern Ireland 
 

Thank you for your invitation to DfI Minister John O’Dowd MLA. 

The Minister has advised that he would be pleased to accept your invitation.  

I would be grateful if you could contact the Minister’s diary secretary at 
Private.Office@infrastructure-ni.gov.uk in order to make the necessary arrangements. 

Yours sincerely 

 
Private Secretary to the Minister 

 

 

mailto:Private.office@infratsructure-ni.gov.uk
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CAUTION – This email has been received from outside the NICS network. If you have any concerns,
please report for investigation.

Good morning 
 
See attached, please let me know if you require any further information.
 
Thanks
 

 

Northern Ireland Member Services Officer

Royal Town Planning Institute

@rtpi.org.uk

Royal Town Planning Institute
PO Box 69
CARRICKFERGUS
BT38 8WX

www.rtpi.org.uk

Registered Charity No: 262865   |    ​Scottish Registered Charity No: SC 037841 

The Royal Town Planning Institute accepts no liability for the content of this email, or for the consequences of any actions taken on the basis
of the information provided, unless that information is subsequently confirmed in writing. Any views or opinions presented in this email are
solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of the company.
​
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RTPI NI meeting with Minister O’Dowd

12th June 2024 at 12.00pm



RTPI NI Attendees:		Mark Hand, RTPI Director for Wales, NI and Planning Aid England

				Chris Bryson, RTPI NI 2024 Chair and Director, Gravis Planning

		

[image: A person in a suit and tie
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		Mark is a Chartered Town Planner with over twenty years’ experience working as a public sector Planner in Wales.  Prior to starting at the Royal Town Planning Institute in March 2024, Mark was a Head of Service at Monmouthshire County Council with responsibility for planning, building control, regeneration, highways and flooding.  He also has seven years’ experience of the planning system in Northern Ireland, having been commissioned by the Department for Infrastructure to advise on measuring planning performance and by Derry & Strabane District Council to review its planning service and advise on the implications of the 2022 Northern Ireland Audit Office and Public Accounts Committee reports.

Mark is past Chair of the Planning Officers’ Society Wales and South East Wales Strategic Planning Group, was an external examiner for Cardiff University’s School of City and Regional Planning, and was a member of the RTPI’s General Assembly.  He is passionate about the role of planners in making the world a better place, and the collaborative approach with all built environment professions that is needed to achieve this.

As the Director for Wales, Northern Ireland and Planning Aid England, Mark is responsible for leading the Institute’s policy, public affairs and member services work in Wales and Northern Ireland and is the lead Director for our planning advice service delivered by approximately 400 volunteers for Planning Aid England. 
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Chris Bryson is Director of Planning with Gravis Planning, a consultancy with offices in Belfast and Dublin, and leads a team of planners on large-scale development schemes. A graduate of Queens University Belfast, he has over 18 years’ experience working on a wide range of projects throughout Northern Ireland. Prior to joining Gravis Planning, Chris worked for the Planning Service (DoE) in the Belfast office, as part of the Development Control city centre team.





What is the RTPI?

The Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) champions the power of planning in creating prosperous places and vibrant communities.  The largest professional institute for planners in Europe, we have over 27,000 members in the private, public, academic and voluntary sectors around the world, with over 750 members in Northern Ireland.  Using our expertise and research we bring evidence and thought leadership to shape planning policies and thinking, putting the profession at the heart of society's big debates. We set the standards of planning education and professional behaviour that give our members, wherever they work in the world, a unique ability to meet complex economic, social environmental and cultural challenges.  Our ambition is to promote healthy, socially inclusive, economically and environmentally sustainable places.



Issues RTPI NI would like to raise with the Minister:



· Promoting the value of an effective planning system - embracing the opportunities planning offers as the delivery mechanism for Government and Council priorities: climate and nature emergencies, housing crisis, infrastructure – locating high quality development in the right places.



· What does good look like? - timely decisions made in accordance with up-to-date LDPs providing certainty to all stakeholders and resulting in sustainable development.



· Update on Planning Improvement Programme – timeframes of outputs/conclusions and actions thereafter? One of the main issues for members is the fact that the IRPC contains no planning practitioners (either public or private sector), with the RTPI as secretariat only. Meaningful improvement should be informed by those directly involved in the planning system. 



· Evidence of the issues facing the planning system in NI – in addition to the February 2022 NIAO report, evidence from RTPI members highlights some of the issues.  This includes:



· The Big Conversation NI (there is a one page executive summary on page 4);

· May 2024 UK-wide member survey of challenges confronting the planning profession today (a one page summary is provided below);

· State of the Profession (2023 UK-wide member survey).



Key themes are resources, collaboration and wellbeing.



 Resources:

· Within Council planning departments

· Government support for apprenticeships would be welcomed.  Only one scheme currently operates in NI via QUB and this is open to planning consultancies only, not Councils or public sector bodies.



· Beyond Council planning departments

· Performance and role of consultees – one of the major delays in planning application processing are consultees, as majority miss 21-day target response timeframe and leads to months of delays. Under funding/resourcing is perhaps a key factor but one that is unlikely to change anytime soon. What else can be done to speed up the process? Changes to legislation/statutory instruments to introduce penalties/incentives for stricter response times? Standardised conditions where separate consenting process are required (i.e. DfI Roads and NI Water)?



· PAC – Whilst falling under DoJ control, PAC is integral to planning process and therefore current delays and under-funding/resourcing requires action.  Is there potential to encourage use of Inspectors from GB to ‘plug gaps’ in resources to help reduce appeal backlog and also ensure sufficient resources in place for LDP inquiries. In a Plan-led system, an 8-year programme to adopt a new LDP is unsustainable. Recruitment and/or out-sourcing inquiries could alleviate delays.



· Infrastructure - NI Water – perhaps linked to above but NIW currently recommending refusal for majority of development schemes (large and small); subject to a Wastewater Impact Assessment. This takes months to process and is subject to separate consenting process under Water legislation – therefore, why delay planning process? Conditions are starting to be used in some council areas to address delay. Perhaps a Ministerial Direction on the matter so that all Councils align and start using negative conditions to unlock planning permissions?



Collaboration

The NIAO report identifies that different parts of the planning system are sometimes working is silos and not working collectively towards a unified objective.  This is partly a symptom of being under-resourced and partly a cultural issue.



There are examples of Government funded projects that facilitate development that has been objected to by other Government departments and/or recommended for refusal by planning officers, such as social housing on an unzoned site when plenty of zoned land remains available and uPVC windows in a Listed Building, causing criticism of the planning system and uncertainty to stakeholders.  Funding decisions can help ensure an effective plan-led system.



Well-being

Member surveys are consistently telling us that the wellbeing of planners, particularly public sector workers, is a concern.  There are three main issues behind this: under-resourcing causing unmanageable workloads; the system not always working as well as it could (as explored by the NIAO report); and a feeling of constant criticism and public abuse particularly via social media.



There have been various reviews that identify recurring themes.  We now need to move promptly from review to conclusion and action, with planning practitioners involved in identifying and implementing the solutions.




Challenges confronting the planning profession today

May 2024: UK-wide member survey

RTPI | RTPI reveals top challenges facing planning professionals

The RTPI has identified the top six challenges confronting the planning profession today, as revealed in its Member Value Project survey.

The Member Value Project survey was initiated in 2023 to gather feedback from members and non-members on the value derived from RTPI membership.

The survey, which was completed by planners across various sectors, locations, and career stage, also aimed to find the challenges planning professionals face today, and understand how the Institute can better provide for its members.

The survey data revealed:

[image: ]

Notably, a proportionately higher number of responses were received from members in Local Planning Authorities, with 57% of respondents from the public sector, 34% from the private sector, 3% from the third sector, 1% self-employed, and 6% ‘other’. This reflects the unique challenges faced by public sector employees compared to their counterparts in other sectors.
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From: @infrastructure-ni.gov.uk> 
Sent: Thursday, May 16, 2024 12:20 PM
To: @rtpi.org.uk>

 
Subject: FW: RTPI Meeting with Minister O'Dowd
 

External Email: Do not click links or open attachments unless you recognise the sender.
Hi 
 
Grateful if you can provide details, as requested below, by the of business tomorrow Friday 17
May.
 
 
Thank you

 
 

Planning Improvement Project Team
Department for Infrastructure
Clarence Court, 10‑18 Adelaide Street, Belfast, BT2 8GB
028 90540786

@infrastructure-ni.gov.uk

 
From:  <j @rtpi.org.uk> 
Sent: Thursday, May 9, 2024 3:35 PM
To: @infrastructure-ni.gov.uk>
Cc: 

Subject: RE: RTPI Meeting with Minister O'Dowd
 
Hi Catherine   Yes will get this over to you next week.   Have a good weekend.   Julie   Julie​​​​   Sullivan Northern Ireland Member Services Officer +44&
sophospsmartbannerend

Hi 
 
Yes will get this over to you next week.
 
Have a good weekend.
 

 

Northern Ireland Member Services Officer @rtpi.org.uk

Royal Town Planning Institute
PO Box 69



Royal Town Planning Institute

CARRICKFERGUS
BT38 8WX

www.rtpi.org.uk
Twitter Facebook LinkedIn Instagram

   

Registered Charity No: 262865   |    ​Scottish Registered Charity No: SC 037841 

The Royal Town Planning Institute accepts no liability for the content of this email, or for the consequences of any actions
taken on the basis of the information provided, unless that information is subsequently confirmed in writing. Any views or
opinions presented in this email are solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of the company.
​

From: @infrastructure-ni.gov.uk> 
Sent: Thursday, May 9, 2024 3:28 PM
To: 
Cc: 

Subject: RTPI Meeting with Minister O'Dowd
 

External Email: Do not click links or open attachments unless you recognise the sender.
 I understand that Minister O’Dowd is scheduled to meet the RTPI in June.  To enable us to

prepare a briefing for that meeting, could you send through details of attendees for the meeting,
brief pen pics for each and details of the issues that the RTPI intend to raise with the Minister.
 
Thanks in advance for your advice on this one, 
 

<!--[if !vml]--> <!--
[endif]--> Regional Planning Governance & Legislation

Department for Infrastructure
James House,
2 – 4 Cromac Avenue,
The Gasworks,
Belfast, BT7 2JA

@infrastructure-ni.gov.uk
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RTPI NI meeting with Minister O’Dowd 

12th June 2024 at 12.00pm 

 

RTPI NI Attendees:  , RTPI Director for Wales, NI and Planning Aid England 

    , RTPI NI 2024 Chair  



What is the RTPI? 

The Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) champions the power of planning in creating 
prosperous places and vibrant communities.  The largest professional institute for planners in 
Europe, we have over 27,000 members in the private, public, academic and voluntary sectors 
around the world, with over 750 members in Northern Ireland.  Using our expertise and research 
we bring evidence and thought leadership to shape planning policies and thinking, putting the 
profession at the heart of society's big debates. We set the standards of planning education and 
professional behaviour that give our members, wherever they work in the world, a unique ability 
to meet complex economic, social environmental and cultural challenges.  Our ambition is to 
promote healthy, socially inclusive, economically and environmentally sustainable places. 
 

Issues RTPI NI would like to raise with the Minister: 

 
• Promoting the value of an effective planning system - embracing the opportunities 

planning offers as the delivery mechanism for Government and Council priorities: 
climate and nature emergencies, housing crisis, infrastructure – locating high quality 
development in the right places. 
 

• What does good look like? - timely decisions made in accordance with up-to-date LDPs 
providing certainty to all stakeholders and resulting in sustainable development. 
 

• Update on Planning Improvement Programme – timeframes of outputs/conclusions and 
actions thereafter? One of the main issues for members is the fact that the IRPC 
contains no planning practitioners (either public or private sector), with the RTPI as 
secretariat only. Meaningful improvement should be informed by those directly involved 
in the planning system.  

 

• Evidence of the issues facing the planning system in NI – in addition to the February 
2022 NIAO report, evidence from RTPI members highlights some of the issues.  This 
includes: 
 

o The Big Conversation NI (there is a one page executive summary on page 4); 
o May 2024 UK-wide member survey of challenges confronting the planning 

profession today (a one page summary is provided below); 
o State of the Profession (2023 UK-wide member survey). 

 
Key themes are resources, collaboration and wellbeing. 
 
 Resources: 

o Within Council planning departments 
 Government support for apprenticeships would be welcomed.  Only one 

scheme currently operates in NI via QUB and this is open to planning 
consultancies only, not Councils or public sector bodies. 
 

o Beyond Council planning departments 
 Performance and role of consultees – one of the major delays in planning 

application processing are consultees, as majority miss 21-day target 
response timeframe and leads to months of delays. Under 

https://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/16133/ni-big-conversation-report.pdf
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/news/2024/may/rtpi-reveals-top-challenges-facing-planning-professionals/
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/policy-and-research/state-of-the-profession-2023/


funding/resourcing is perhaps a key factor but one that is unlikely to 
change anytime soon. What else can be done to speed up the process? 
Changes to legislation/statutory instruments to introduce 
penalties/incentives for stricter response times? Standardised 
conditions where separate consenting process are required (i.e. DfI 
Roads and NI Water)? 

 
 PAC – Whilst falling under DoJ control, PAC is integral to planning 

process and therefore current delays and under-funding/resourcing 
requires action.  Is there potential to encourage use of Inspectors from 
GB to ‘plug gaps’ in resources to help reduce appeal backlog and also 
ensure sufficient resources in place for LDP inquiries. In a Plan-led 
system, an 8-year programme to adopt a new LDP is unsustainable. 
Recruitment and/or out-sourcing inquiries could alleviate delays. 

 
 Infrastructure - NI Water – perhaps linked to above but NIW currently 

recommending refusal for majority of development schemes (large and 
small); subject to a Wastewater Impact Assessment. This takes months 
to process and is subject to separate consenting process under Water 
legislation – therefore, why delay planning process? Conditions are 
starting to be used in some council areas to address delay. Perhaps a 
Ministerial Direction on the matter so that all Councils align and start 
using negative conditions to unlock planning permissions? 

 
Collaboration 
The NIAO report identifies that different parts of the planning system are sometimes 
working is silos and not working collectively towards a unified objective.  This is partly a 
symptom of being under-resourced and partly a cultural issue. 
 
There are examples of Government funded projects that facilitate development that has 
been objected to by other Government departments and/or recommended for refusal by 
planning officers, such as social housing on an unzoned site when plenty of zoned land 
remains available and uPVC windows in a Listed Building, causing criticism of the 
planning system and uncertainty to stakeholders.  Funding decisions can help ensure an 
effective plan-led system. 
 
Well-being 
Member surveys are consistently telling us that the wellbeing of planners, particularly 
public sector workers, is a concern.  There are three main issues behind this: under-
resourcing causing unmanageable workloads; the system not always working as well as 
it could (as explored by the NIAO report); and a feeling of constant criticism and public 
abuse particularly via social media. 
 

There have been various reviews that identify recurring themes.  We now need to move 
promptly from review to conclusion and action, with planning practitioners involved in 
identifying and implementing the solutions. 

  



Challenges confronting the planning profession today 

May 2024: UK-wide member survey 

RTPI | RTPI reveals top challenges facing planning professionals 

The RTPI has identified the top six challenges confronting the planning profession 
today, as revealed in its Member Value Project survey. 

The Member Value Project survey was initiated in 2023 to gather feedback from 
members and non-members on the value derived from RTPI membership. 

The survey, which was completed by planners across various sectors, locations, and 
career stage, also aimed to find the challenges planning professionals face today, and 
understand how the Institute can better provide for its members. 

The survey data revealed: 

 

Notably, a proportionately higher number of responses were received from members in 
Local Planning Authorities, with 57% of respondents from the public sector, 34% from 
the private sector, 3% from the third sector, 1% self-employed, and 6% ‘other’. This 
reflects the unique challenges faced by public sector employees compared to their 
counterparts in other sectors. 

 

https://www.rtpi.org.uk/news/2024/may/rtpi-reveals-top-challenges-facing-planning-professionals/
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