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THE VENUE AND FACILITIES FOR PUBLIC INQUIRIES AND
HEARINGS

1. The venue and facilities for public inquiries, hearings and examinations into
planning and allied appeals and called-in applications, compulsory purchase
and rights of way orders, development plan documents and the like, are
generally provided by Local Planning or Order Making Authorities.

2. Inquiries, hearings and examinations are usually held in council buildings, in
council chambers, or suitable committee rooms, but some are also held in
halls, hotels, schools, theatres, etc.

3. The venue will be the working environment for the Inspector, the local
authority staff, and other parties. It is therefore important that it meets the
relevant health and safety requirements for a place of work in terms of
temperature, ease of access, ancillary facilities etc. It is also a place to which
the general public will be admitted and adequate provision should be made for
comfortable seating and access to toilets.

4. Although it would be helpful for the venue to be near the appeal or order site —
e.g. to allow more local residents to attend — this will have to be weighed
against other matters such as car parking provision, access by public transport,
facilities at the venue itself (retiring room, photocopiers, telephones, etc) and
the availability of cafes or restaurants. It may be that a venue in a nearby town
(e.g. where local residents would usually go for routine shopping trips) would
be more appropriate than the village hall. The venue for an examination
should normally be centrally located within the area that the document being
examined relates to. This note sets out the different requirements for a venue
including those raised by legislation.

HEALTH AND SAFETY

5. The local authority, and/or a third party owner of hired premises are
responsible for the safety of the premises and the persons using them.

LOCATION
6. The venue should:

* be conveniently located for the majority of those wishing to attend,;

* be well served by public transport;

* have adequate parking facilities close by, with a space reserved for the
Inspector unless notified that this will not be required;

* have provision for disabled parking

The venue should be well signposted and directly and easily accessible to all,
without passing through other rooms or office areas. In particular, there is a



duty on all public bodies, under the Equality Act 2010 and the Public Sector
Equality Duty to ensure facilities provided are accessible to people with
disabilities, if necessary by making appropriate adjustments. Please see Annex
2 and the Questionnaire at the end of this document for more details. Certain
venues may be considered inappropriate by particular groups of people e.g. a
religious building or licensed premises and should therefore normally be
avoided.

ACCESS ADVICE

7.

Local Authorities and, in some cases, the promoter of a scheme are
responsible for ensuring venues for hearings and inquiries are accessible but
this does not absolve Inspectors of accountability. Accessibility problems can
affect other members of the public, e.g. carers or guardians with pushchairs or
young children, and disabled people, and may include:

* no disabled parking

* no wheelchair ramps

* doors too narrow or too heavy to open or that open outwards
» seating tiered with no access to ground floor

» meeting room on an upper level with no lift

* no hearing loop or effective PA system

» corridors or passages obstructed or poorly lit.

» other facilities which are inadequate e.g. toilets

If, in the Inspector’s view, the lack of appropriate facilities is unacceptable the
hearing or inquiry will be adjourned until a more accessible venue is found or
appropriate facilities are provided.

THE ROOM

8.

9.

10.

11.

The room should be large enough to accommodate comfortably the number of
people expected to attend, but large halls are not appropriate for a hearing,
inquiry or examination where few people are likely to attend. Similarly, small
rooms are inappropriate for events where there is a lot of public interest.

The room should be unaffected by noise and other disturbance from activities
in other parts of the building or the surrounding area e.g. playgroups, sports
and games or building works.

Public seating should be conveniently laid out so as to enable members of the
public to gain access without disturbing the proceedings and to observe and
hear what is going on without difficulty. If this is not possible an effective
public address system should be provided.

The Inspector and members of the public are likely to be unfamiliar with the
building. Exits/fire exits should be clearly marked and health and safety
regulations should be observed. The Inspector must be advised of the
evacuation procedures in the event of a fire or other emergency prior to the
start of the proceedings so that they can be announced during the opening
session. It would be preferable for rooms to be accessible by those wanting to
attend without their having to pass through doors where they must specifically
ask to be let in or out. The parties and members of the public should be



12.

13.

14.

allowed access a reasonable time before the inquiry, hearing or examination
opens, and certainly should not be denied access until either the Council’s
representatives or the Inspector arrive.

If an inquiry, hearing or examination lasts for more than 1 day the room
should be capable of being made secure overnight to avoid having to move
heavy documents in and out daily. If this is not possible, secure storage of
documents should be provided as close to the room as possible.

The room must be adequately heated and ventilated and there should be
enough natural or artificial light to enable documents to be read easily. Carafes
of fresh water and glasses should be provided for the Inspector, advocates and
witnesses.

The room must have wide access doors, and be on the ground floor if there is
no lift available that would be accessible to a disabled person. An induction
hearing loop should be installed and operational. A sign language interpreter
should be arranged if necessary.

RETIRING ROOMS

15.

16.

17.

Outside the inquiry, hearing or examination room Inspectors must be
distanced from the parties involved. Therefore a room should be provided to
which the Inspector can retire in order to avoid contact with the parties before
and during breaks in the proceedings and to leave documents and personal
effects, regardless of the length of the hearing/inquiry. The Inspector may also
wish to work in this room before and after the hearing/inquiry/examination
sessions. This room should ideally be close to the room and furnished with a
table and chair (appropriate for a workstation) and a telephone.

For examinations and larger inquiries suitable accommodation should also be
provided for a Programme Officer and inquiry library, which should also be
close to the venue.

At lengthy or complex cases it is also helpful to provide an area outside the
inquiry / examination room where the parties can have private discussions.

LAYOUT OF THE INQUIRY ROOM

18.

The Inspector’s table, which should have a modesty screen, should be located
centrally at one end or side of the room, preferably on a low platform. The
table should be positioned to avoid people passing behind the Inspector. The
Inspector should have a comfortable workstation with enough and suitable
tables and chairs. The table should be large enough to spread out plans, and a
side table to accommodate documents is helpful. The chair should, whenever
possible and where specifically requested by the Inspectorate, have

* seat back height and tilt adjustment
* seat height adjustment

* swivel mechanism

* castors or glides



19. The main parties should be seated facing each other at right angles to the
Inspector and provided with separate suitably sized tables.

20. Represented interested parties should ideally be able to sit alongside, or close
to, the principal party that they support.

21. The witness table should be placed so that the witness can be addressed
conveniently by advocates and the Inspector and be seen by the public.
Witnesses should not sit with their backs to the public or the Inspector. A
position at 45° to the side of the Inspector is generally suitable.

22. Display boards should be positioned so that they are clearly visible and
accessible to members of the public and where they can be inspected without
disturbing the inquiry.

23. Seating should be laid out to enable the public to observe and hear the
proceedings without difficulty and to come and go without causing
disturbance. Seating for members of the public directly behind the advocates
or witnesses should be avoided.

24. A table and chairs should be provided for the press. The press table should be
clearly marked and positioned to enable reporters to observe the proceedings
and come and go without causing disturbance.

25. A suggested layout of a room for an inquiry is attached at Annex 1.

26. Care should be taken to ensure that there is enough space and provision for
disabled people. For example, a person with hearing impairment who can lip-
read should be able to sit near the front with a clear facial view of the
participants. The same care should be taken with the layout of a Hearing
Room below.

LAYOUT OF THE HEARING OR EXAMINATION ROOM (INCLUDING
ROUND TABLE SESSIONS)

27. The arrangements for a hearing or examination should be designed to create
the right atmosphere for discussion, and to reduce or avoid the formalities of
an inquiry. The venue should ideally be a committee room or similar, which is
large enough to comfortably accommodate all those likely to attend, but not so
large that hearing is difficult. Generally speaking, council chambers are
unsuitable. Normally the Inspector and the parties (including interested
parties) should be able to sit around a large table or tables arranged in a
rectangle of adequate size. If large numbers of interested parties or observers
are expected, it may be necessary to set out extra seating beyond the table,
facing the Inspector’s chair. The objective must be to ensure that all present,
including those with disabilities or special needs, can hear, see and participate
in the proceedings without difficulty. Audio equipment to aid audibility should
also be available.

WELSH LANGUAGE

28. Members of the public are welcome to speak in Welsh in hearings, inquiries
and examinations organised by the Planning Inspectorate in Wales. Publicity



(including formal notices) will make clear that contributions from the public
will be welcome in both Welsh and English. The local planning authority will
provide Welsh translation facilities for all parties to the appeal.

29. We will ask that anyone who wishes to speak Welsh lets the Inspectorate
know beforehand so that the local authority can arrange for a translation
service to be provided before the hearing or inquiry. This request will be made
in the formal notices and letters. Requests may be made on the day although
these may delay the start of the inquiry or hearing.

30. We will decide whether a Welsh speaking Inspector should hold the inquiry or
hearing taking into account all material factors including, the location of the
event and the availability of a Welsh speaking Inspector.

OTHER LANGUAGES

31. Hearings, inquiries and examinations will normally be conducted in English.
Translation/interpretation services may also be required for individuals or
groups where (Welsh or) English is not a first language.

CLOAKROOMS AND TOILETS

32. Toilet facilities should be adequate and clearly signposted. Provision should
be made for outdoor clothes to be stored discreetly. Toilet facilities should be
accessible to disabled people. Toilet facilities should be easily accessible
throughout the duration of the event without the need for the public to have to
pass through doors where they would have to ask to be let in or out.

PHOTOCOPYING

33. Provision should be made for documents to be copied quickly during the
course of the inquiry, examination or hearing.



ANNEX 1 — SUGGESTED LAYOUT OF AN INQUIRY ROOM

O

INSPECTOR
HEPLAY

TABLE FOR PLAME,
MAPS, HISTORIC

DOCUMENTS a8

MiCssary sho
MAIN PARTY BMAIN FARTY

ENTRANCE TO RODM

i)



ANNEX 2 - THE EQUALITY DUTY

The Disability Equality Duty came into force on 6 December 2006 and it will now be
replaced by the Equality Duty which comes into force on 6 April 2011. It states that
all public bodies must, while carrying out their functions, have due regard to the
following:

(a) Eliminate discrimination, harassment, victimisation and any other
conduct that is prohibited under the Single Equality Act;

(b) Advance equality of opportunity between persons who share a relevant
protected characteristic and persons who do not share it;

(c) Foster good relations between persons who share a relevant protected
characteristic and persons who do not share it.
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ACCESS DETAILS FOR INQUIRY OR HEARING VENUES

1. Venue details:

Venue Address:

Venue Telephone:

Venue Fax:

Venue E-Mail:

2. Venue Opening Times:

Day AM PM

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday

3. Location

How would you best describe the venue location e.g. Town/City Centre, on the
outskirts etc

4. Public Transport:

Name of nearest Railway Station

Rail station distance from venue

Is the venue on a bus route




Is community transport available to the
venue

5. Car Parking:

Does the venue have its own car park? Is it
free?

How far from the venue entrance is the car
park?

Is the route to the car park wheelchair
accessible with assistance?

How many Disabled parking spaces are
there?

Can spaces be booked in advance?

6. Chauffeured visitors:

How far is the nearest convenient dropping off point that is also wheelchair
accessible?

7. Main Entrance:

Is the main entrance wheelchair accessible?

How is it accessible:

A fixed slope/ramp

A movable/temporary ramp

Alift

Other (please specify)

8. Reception:

Is there a receptionist at the venue?

How far is reception from the main
entrance?

Is there level access to reception?

Is there a hearing assistance system?

Is the hearing assistance system a loop?

9. Interior Access:

| Is there level access to the room where the |




Inquiry/Hearing is to be held?

How is it accessible:

A fixed slope/ramp

A movable/temporary ramp

A lift

Other (please specify)

10. Hearing assistance system

Is the room where the Inquiry/Hearing is to be held fitted with a functioning hearing
assistance system? Is it a loop?

(if you know it is likely to be needed, it is very important that you have checked that it
is working and that someone will be present on the day of the inquiry/hearing to set it
up and/or deal with any problems)

11. Toilets:

Are adapted toilets available on the same floor
as the room where the Inquiry/Hearing is to be
held?

Is a functioning emergency alarm fitted?

If the adapted toilets are on another floor is
there access via a lift?

Are keys required for the adapted toilet? If so
are they always available?

12. Baby changing facilities
Are baby changing facilities generally available?

13. Guide/Assistance dogs:

Avre registered Guide/Assistance dogs welcome?

14. Staffing at the venue:

Are staff available to give advice and/or
assistance?

Have staff received disability awareness
training?

Is there an emergency out of hours contact
available?




| Details of out of hours contact if there is one

15. Comments:

Please add your comments or suggestions below.

16. Your details:

Name

Job title

Contact number

Contact E-mail

Return form to: Room 4/07, Temple Quay House, 2 the Square, Temple Quay,
Bristol, BS1 6PN.

For more information, telephone: 0117 372 6141
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