
Personal Experiences of Participation in Public Local Inquiries.  
 

As part of our ongoing investigation into how the Scottish Planning System works for 

the public, Planning Democracy has carried out research into people’s experiences of 

Public Local Inquiries in Scotland. The purpose of the research was twofold: 

1) to inform our new web-based help sheet to assist people taking part in future 

Public Local Inquiries and 

2) to help us  understand the main challenges and difficulties which people 

encountered.  

We sent an open-ended questionnaire to 25 people who had been involved in various 

PLIs. Some of these people were already known to us, some had had no previous contact 

with Planning Democracy before.  Fifteen surveys were returned.  Four questionnaires 

were followed up with interviews and further questions and one person sent an 

additional letter. The questionnaire focussed on people’s feelings about the inquiry 

process, the resources and organisation they required, key challenges they encountered 

and the most important lessons they learned and would pass on to others. 

Overall, our general sense was that people found the process of being involved in a PLI 

highly challenging, stressful and exhausting.  For some people, this led to feelings of 

satisfaction and a sense of achievement and increased their self-esteem.  For others it 

led to depression, feelings of cynicism about planning processes and in some cases, even 

a sense of trauma.  Whilst the questions did ask people to identify key challenges they 

had encountered and may therefore have encouraged critical responses, most implied 

that their overall experience was more negative than positive.  The strongest view went 

so far as to suggest that it had been a ‘dehumanising experience’ leading the person to 

the unequivocal conclusion that they “will not be committing to a planning process like 

this again”. Another respondent stated that “knowing what I know now I would probably 

not have got involved”, whilst one person who did not complete the questionnaire said 

that they still felt too traumatised to relive the experience.  Whilst not everyone’s 

experiences were as powerfully negative as this, these examples reflect a broadly 

shared sentiment that the PLI process makes exacting demands on those citizens who 

participate. 

All responses also expressed a perceived sense of injustice about the process. This was 

not directly related to the result of the PLI (not all respondents knew the results of their 



inquiries), but rather was a response to the organisation and conduct of the inquiry.  

Several said that they felt the inquiry did not fulfil its purpose to ‘objectively evaluate 

expert evidence’, i.e. that it was not a place to “hear evidence and judge the truth”.   It 

was instead perceived to be a very adversarial process where the developer and their 

QC “will use every ruse and trick in the book to be the winner”.  As a result, some people 

felt that “there was no real scope for common sense to prevail” and that “the process 

revealed its own absurdities”, others stated that as a “quasi- legal process, the PLI is not fit 

for purpose”. Particular concerns were raised about the treatment and respect afforded 

to witnesses, particularly those participating on behalf of third parties.  

Timescales and Changing evidence 

We asked people to tell us how much time they had spent on the PLI process.  Although 

this was hard to estimate exactly it was clear that people felt it was a time-consuming 

process that took over their lives.  “Personally I would estimate around 3-4 months solid 

over the last year.  This includes 2 years worth of annual leave and a great many 

weekends”.  The sense was that people had contributed a significant period of time at the 

expense of their own lives to be able to put forward a good case on behalf of the 

communities and interests they represented.   It is interesting - and probably not 

unrelated - that a significant number of respondents stated that they felt there was an 

injustice in the process with regards to the appellants abilities to ‘buy’ extra time, 

therefore seemingly manipulating the process to suit their own needs.   Examples were 

given of last minute changes being made to evidence and several respondents found it 

difficult to “respond to the continual flow of new information from the appellant, with 

brutal deadlines” which led another respondent to describe “burning the midnight oil to 

keep up with a stream of extra submissions, so that we could make cogent arguments 

based on new or rapidly changing content”.   Another complained that “the applicant had 

not kept to agreed timescales, had bent the rules and persistently handed in late material”.   

Another said he had had only two days before he cross-examined the applicant’s expert 

following changes made to precognitions - “the Reporters seemed to be especially lenient 

in allowing applicants to submit papers after the agreed deadlines”.   It demonstrates 

“how malleable the whole process is. The timetable slips so much at the whim of a QC 

making a fuss”.    

When this topic was followed up in interview it was stated that lay people from the 

community “played fair” and had fitted in with deadlines, behaved respectfully and not 

pushed any boundaries.   One person stated that this was because there was a sense that 

fundamentally they were the less powerful players in an uneven game, the presumption 

being in favour of development, the process already being heavily weighted in favour of 

appellants, who, being familiar with it all, knew exactly how to manipulate ‘the game’ in 

their favour.  The sense of injustice emerging from people’s responses was summed up 

nicely by one respondent who felt that the whole process was arranged around the 

developers: “The main players in a PLI or hearing are not the interested members of the 



public, (who have the most to lose from a development, as well as having to fund their own 

lawyers and consultants) but the local authority and developer”. 

Treatment of Witnesses 

Treatment of witnesses by QCs was also a common cause for complaint, for one 

respondent the experience stood out as an example of “how to dissuade the public from 

appearing at a PLI and airing their considered opinion”.   There was an expression of 

shock at the combative nature of cross examination, concerns with the treatment of 

witnesses (for example concern for one witness who had been cross examined for 2 

hours without a break whilst being “harangued” by the appellant’s QC with no 

intervention from the Reporter).   The way that QCs attempted to discredit witnesses 

also had a very negative impact on some participants, one of whom described herself as 

feeling “dirtied” by the experience of having her integrity challenged.   Another 

respondent noted the “ongoing efforts of the appellant to discredit the character and 

motives of the community group”, rather than produce evidence they had requested and 

the “attritional tactics” of the appellant’s lawyers, which diverted valuable time and 

resources, suggesting these were the most challenging aspects of the process.   

We asked respondents what they would have liked to have known before the PLI, and 

several stated that they would have liked to have been forewarned about the 

intimidating and stressful nature of cross examination and to be advised on how to keep 

calm in the face of questions designed to “confuse or intimidate”.   One respondent stated 

that you need to have courage to “stand up to officialdom, pressure and occasional 

bullying”.  Another wished she had had the resources to pay for a lawyer to “protect”  

her group  from the “onslaught” of the developers team.   One person, who had 

witnessed a particularly shocking- cross examination, was moved to send an additional 

letter stating that “if members of the public, without the luxury of legal representation, are 

placed in a completely hostile and unfamiliar arena and publically harangued by a 

developer’s Counsel in what is normally a professional environment for Counsel, this will 

bring the governance and democracy of the planning system into disrepute”.  

Treatment of Evidence 

Another common cause for concern was the way evidence was treated and respected.  

One person stated that “those aspects that seemed most important to the community’s 

argument- public health, well being, values, self determination, climate change- bizarrely 

seemed to have no place in the courtroom”.   The voices of “real lives, feelings, needs and 

fears were suffocated.   I felt the appellant was being permitted to distort the testimony of 

our witnesses unchecked by the Reporters.   I was perplexed at the level of credence their 

abstract models were given in the absence of any raw data, and how the wording of policy 

was taken for granted”.   Two felt that scientific data was under-valued, misunderstood 

and of secondary importance to policy and procedural matters.   One witness (a scientist 

herself) felt that there was a lack of scientific appreciation and understanding by the 

appellant’s legal team and that, as a community witness, she was not rated as highly as 



the developer’s witnesses, despite being equally well-qualified to give evidence.   Both 

felt that, in the absence of any real data, which was required, but not available from the 

developers, there was a lot of speculation which led to inaccuracies and time-wasting.  

Recording of Procedure 

One final common thread of the research showed people’s concern that proceedings 

were not recorded. There was much consternation about the absence of a stenographer 

and a few expressed surprise that this was the case when other Governmental 

processes had this resource.  One person stated that this added another element of 

panic to the proceedings and, in general,  it diminished people’s confidence in the whole 

procedure, feeling that evidence could be misrepresented or their opinions 

misunderstood, but with no way of knowing whether this was the case.   This aspect led 

to speculation about the robustness and legitimacy of the PLI process.   

As one respondent commented, the requirement to concentrate for long periods 

particularly on technical issues was the main difficulty for her. Others noted that 

reporters were so busy writing they had no time to make eye contact which added to a 

perceived sense of alienation and lack of “humanness” about the proceedings.  Someone 

stated in a follow up interview that the cross examination felt like a circus because no-

one was communicating in a normal sense -they felt as if the QC was not really listening 

and the Reporter was too busy writing to intervene or indicate whether they had 

understood the point being made.  

Personal Liabilities 

One person had a very specific concern about personal liability that, sadly, could 

probably have been addressed if the right communications and processes were in place, 

but which led to sleepless nights and nearly led to the community council withdrawing 

from the process.  The community, who were from a disadvantaged area, were seriously 

concerned that they might become personally liable should the opposition seek costs. 

They were concerned that they might bring in evidence deemed as inadmissible and be 

liable for the cost of time- wasting. They sought legal opinion but were unable to gain 

any from the Council and had no funds themselves. This led to considerable and 

unnecessary stress and apprehension. 

Venue Practicalities 

Two respondents commented on the practicalities of the venues. A couple were difficult 

to reach by public transport and the cost of refreshments was high, the 

recommendation to others was to “take a thermos and some sandwiches”. The general 

request made of the DPEA was to use easily accessible venues where affordable 

refreshments are available.  

  



Volume of Information 

Another issue that arose was the sheer volume of information that people had to get 

through. One person told us she had a car boot full of documents to take home and that 

it was impossible for her to manage to read everything as it would take “an army of 

people” to get through the amount of material. “There would never have been enough 

time to read them all, just to select the relevant docs took hours”. It was suggested that 

some form of help could have been provided with indexing the material.  

Deaf resources 

One respondent also mentioned that on one occasion that required it, no provision had 

been made for the severely deaf to lipread speakers.  (She had observed a profoundly 

deaf member of the local community who was very involved in the local campaign 

attempting to try to follow proceedings). She requested that Reporters and 

professionals from both sides should be made aware of this and ensure they can be seen 

easily.  She also requested that they be made aware of how they speak into microphones 

ie microphone in front, not mouth facing sideways!  Also there was a need to ensure that 

the “platform” is not in front of windows as this makes it difficult to see speakers 

because of light and shadows. 

Waiting for results 

Finally one respondent expressed frustration at the length of time required to wait for a 

result and found that the waiting was a disappointing part of the process. Others 

mentioned this was a difficulty, rather like awaiting exam results which did not help 

their anxiety levels after the process.  

Conclusion 

This report has presented the findings of a small-scale survey of citizens’ experiences of 

participating in PLIs as part of the planning process in Scotland. The results are not 

statistically representative but the striking similarities in the responses suggest that 

they are nonetheless significant and illustrate important aspects of peoples’ 

experiences. This is particularly notable as the voice of citizens has not often been heard 

in debates about the efficacy of the PLI process. 

Concerns about the judicialisation of PLIs have existed for some time with all parties 

expressing an interest in limiting the adversarial nature of the process and particularly 

the role and influence of the legal profession. This has been part of the rationale for 

minimizing use of PLIs in favour of hearings. 

It is important that a balance is struck here, however – the rights available to people in 

the more formal PLI process ensure that actors have a fair chance to state their case and 

people do value the principle of having ‘their day in court’. Whilst our understanding is 

that Reporters typically do quite a good job of allowing people to participate in 

hearings, it is important that people have the right to raise issues that matter to them.  



What this research highlights, however, is the need to rethink the process to ensure that 

people are able to participate in a non-intimidating environment where key issues are 

fully and fairly examined. Further research is required to explore how this goal might 

best be realised though international experiences from other deliberative forums (e.g. 

citizen’s juries) may provide some valuable lessons. 

The research also emphasises the importance of focusing on the particular needs of 

non-professional participants. If people are entitled to participate in such processes a 

basic sense of justice requires that they be equipped with the support necessary to 

ensure that they can present their case fully and that it will be given due consideration. 

In order to ensure that this is the case there needs to be much greater recognition of the 

sacrifices and costs many members of the public incur in order to meet the challenge of 

participating, both in terms of preparation and the stress of the inquiry itself.  

Recommendations 

In addition to our conclusions which ask for a re think of the PLI process we would 

make the following specific recommendations regarding current procedures: 

 Keep timetable and timescales as fixed as possible, without last minute changes, 

ensuring they are manageable and workable for non professional participants 

 Ensure Reporters look after the needs of non professional / community 

witnesses whilst giving evidence, recognising that the proceedings will be alien 

to most. Perhaps consider further training or familiarisation for Reporters with 

community needs and requirements 

 Explore methods of recording proceedings (including the use of webcasting)  

 Consider ways to assist community participants with managing volume of 

information 

 Provide clear and accessible information for communities taking part in 

proceedings, explaining procedures and familiarising them with some of the 

language.  

 Provide non public opportunities for communities to ask questions re process 

 Ensure all venues are accessible and affordable 

        

For further information please contact Clare Symonds, at info@planningdemocracy.org.uk 
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