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PORTFOLIO AREA: ENVIRONMENT, HOUSING, INFRASTRUCTURE AND TRANSPORT

Date of Meeting:
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Public
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Yes

Inside Policy Framework

Title:
Planning Standards Authority

Report of:
Director of Development Services

Report reference:
DS.32/06

Summary:

The Report confirms that the City Council is a Standards Authority in respect of “BV109a) speed of decision making in respect of major applications” for 2006/07.  It identifies the role the Government expects of planning and outlines the measures that have already been taken to improve the planning service together with those that are being implemented.  It identifies the staff commitment to improve performance but highlights staff shortages as a continuing problem in meeting those targets.  Being a Standards Authority can affect the Council’s CPA rating if performance does not improve.  

Recommendations:

It is recommended that the Executive:

i) notes the designation of Carlisle as a Standards Authority from 1 April 2006; 

ii)
recommend to Council a supplementary estimate of £315,000 to be met from Council Reserves to fund three additional members of staff for a fixed three year term; and

iii)
agrees to continue to address the target that is not being met and to receive an action plan at its next meeting and quarterly thereafter until the designation is lifted.

Catherine Elliot
Director of Development Services

Contact Officer:
Alan Eales
Ext:
 7170
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1.0
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

1.1
The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister has confirmed in a letter dated the 17 March 2006, to the Town Clerk & Chief Executive that the City Council will be formally designated as a Best Value planning authority on the 1 April 2006 under the provisions of the Local Government Act 1999.  Designation as a Best Value planning authority is the first step in a legal process that, in the event of persistent underperformance can lead to formal intervention by the Secretary of State in the Council’s planning service.  It may also affect the Council’s overall score in the Audit Commission’s Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA).

1.2
The Council has been designated as a Best Value planning authority because performance on processing major applications to the year ending 30 June 2005 was below the ODPM’s performance thresholds for designating planning standards authorities for the 2006/07 financial year.  The thresholds have been set as a stepping stones to achieving the national targets for processing planning applications as set out in ODPM’s public service agreement 6 (PSA6).  PSA6 forms part of the ODPM’s spending review agreement with HM Treasury.

1.3
The public service agreement requires all planning authorities to perform at or above Best Value targets for development control (BV109) by 2006/07 and maintain the target levels of performance for the duration of the spending review period, which is up to March 2008.  The Best Value targets for development control require all local planning authorities to process:

(a)
60% of major applications within 13 weeks;

(b)
65% of minor applications within 8 weeks; and

(c)
80% of other applications within 8 weeks.

1.4
The Best Value designation will remain in place for the financial year and the ODPM will continue to monitor progress through the quarterly statistical returns to the ODPM.  If the Council’s performance dips the Government Office may be asked to contact the City Council to establish the appropriateness of closer monitoring of progress.
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1.5
This Report also covers the issue raised in the following Item A17 of the Agenda References from Council:

(a)
Planning Services - Staffing


To consider the following Motion agreed by the City Council on 2 May 2006:-

“In view of the fact that our Planning Services are now a “Standard Service,” or in educational parlance “In special measures,” and in view of the fact that the Government Office North West consider our Planning Department to be understaffed, i.e., we have 7.5 Officers, including the Manager, whereas the recommendation is 9.5 Officers, excluding the Manager (based on 1400 applications in 2005), the Council call on the Executive to begin recruitment of additional staff as a matter of urgency.”

2.0
Audit Commission Report

2.1
In February 2006 the Audit Commission published a Report “The Planning System – Matching expectations and capacity”  In summarising the Government’s expectations of the planning system the Report states in paragraph 33 that:

“33.
The government has set an ambitious agenda for the planning system.  It expects it to deliver three outcomes.  Planning should:

· Support housing growth in areas identified for such growth;

· Support regeneration in the market renewal and other areas; and

· Ensure that all development is socially, economically and environmentally sustainable.

34.
In order to achieve these results , the government also expects to see changes in the way the system works.  Planning should:

· Move from the periphery to the centre of the councils’ activity, giving spatial expression to the councils’ objectives and those of the wider community; and

· Deliver change quickly, both in the establishment of planning frameworks and in reaching decisions on individual development proposals”
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2.2
The Audit Commission examined in Chapter 3 whether the message is getting through.  Paragraph 36 states that:

36
Our initial review of the key government policy, above, suggests that the government’s aims for the planning system and the direction of policy are clear.  However, this does not mean that users and the organisations implementing the system necessarily understand the government’s agenda.”

2.3
The Audit Commission in its “Carlisle City Council ‘Direction of Travel’ 2005 Discussion Summary” criticised the Council’s planning performance in respect of:

· “The Council has been identified as a ‘standards authority’ for failing to meet national standards for the processing of major planning applications in the period June 2004 –July 2005.  In comparison to other districts council performance in 2004-5 planning service performance was weak in a number of other aspects:

· processing ‘other’ planning applications – worst quartile and just fails to meet the national target;

· processing ‘minor’ applications – 3rd quartile and just fails to meet the national target;

· Checklist for the quality of the planning service – worst quartile

· The building of new homes on previously used land – 3rd quartile”

2.4
As detailed in Report P.43/05 (Appendix 1) the Council has made significant improvements and changes to its planning service over the past two years and these are now beginning to bear fruit.  In a letter responding to the Audit Commission’s Direction of Travel Summary the Director of Development Services has stated that:


“Report SP03/06 Corporate Performance Monitoring report, 3rd Quarter Oct-Dec 2005 illustrates some of these improvements for the 1st nine months:




Major applications 47%  Below target of 60%




Minor applications 72%  Above target of 65%




Other applications 86%  Above target of 80%”

2.5
With regard to the Quality of Service Checklist the Council now meets all the criteria following the introduction of changes and the meeting of all the ‘Pendleton Checklist’ criteria for the electronic delivery of the planning service.
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2.6
The letter also pointed out that the target for building new homes on used land was a national target to be reached by 2008.  The ODPM recognises that different areas of the country could meet the target whilst others would not.  As such the Draft PPS3 Housing recognises that Regional Spatial Strategies should set “the regions brownfield target.  The draft RSS for the North West sets the brownfield target for Carlisle as 50% and it is this target that the Council should be judged against not the national target.

2.7
The Audit Commission has acknowledged the improvements made in respect of the Council’s performance in respect of ‘minor’ and ‘other’ applications.

3.0
Spatial Planning Masterclass

3.1
A number of planning authorities in Cumbria have been identified as Standards Authorities in respect of BV109 Speed of decisions on planning applications and Government Office for the North West has organised a Spatial Planning Masterclass. The event is intended for Leaders of Councils, Chief Executives, Portfolio holders with responsibilities for planning and Directors with planning within their directorates. The purpose of the event is as follows:

“1.
Explanation of the Government’s objectives with regard to spatial planning


a.
the new system under the 2004 Act;

b.
the ‘culture change’ and the drive to ‘mainstream’ planning as a key corporate function.

2.
Illustration of ‘good practice’ examples illustrating how successful communities tend to have local authorities which measure up in this respect.

3.
Assessment of how Cumbrian authorities measure up, and facilitated discussion on the ways forward.”
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4.0
Summary of Main Changes that have already been made

4.1
Within the Planning Service Officers have endeavoured to take every opportunity to make improvements and reallocate resources to tackle the issues.  The actions that have already been made to improve the Council’s planning performance including the use of the Planning Delivery Grant (PDG) are summarised as follows:

· employment of temporary Development Control Officers has helped to meet the targets for  ‘minor’ and ‘other’ applications;  

· full electronic delivery of the planning service;

· improved visual presentation equipment to improve information to the Development control Committee;

· new code of conduct for members dealing with planning matters;

· the introduction of revised validation procedures based on ODPM guidance and improved guidance notes;

· a new improved, simpler householder application form to streamline what remains the single largest type of applications made;

· new “amendment”  procedures where if it is considered that an application can be improved an applicant/agent is given one chance of two weeks to submit 

· amended drawings. If they are not received within the time period the application will be refused; 

· the Council’s Scheme of Delegation has been amended, so that only applications with more than three objections should routinely be considered by the Development Control Committee; 

· introduced a Development Team Approach for major planning applications.   This will speed up the process with regard to major applications; 

· funding a bursary post for a planning student.  This has been extended to help two existing members of staff who have shown an interest in undertaking a professional planning course to become qualified planners; 

· Committee Site visits for major applications to take place at the scheduled site visit day immediately prior to the meeting where the application is to be considered; and 

· Is making additional improvement, to the preparation of Section 106 Agreements.
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5.0
Workload
5.1
The number of planning applications the Council has dealt with since 2000 has increased by 36% from approximately 1100 planning applications to approximately 1500 last year.  

5.2
The ODPM has been concerned with the difficulties in recruiting planners (now the second most difficult to recruit after Social Workers) and commissioned Linda Addison Associates and Arup Associates to undertake case studies into the use of Planning Delivery Grants and meeting Best Value Targets.  The research has established a maximum of 150 applications per planning officer in order for Councils to consistently meet the Best Value 109 targets, with quality decisions.  The development control manager should not be included in this figure.  The City Council falls below this requirement and would need a further two development control officers to meet it.

5.3
These significant changes that have been implemented would not have been possible without the commitment of the staff and these changes have enabled the improvements in performance detailed in paragraphs 2.4 to 2.6 to be made. This commitment has included significant additional hours as time in lieu.  When there is sickness absence the service is put under further significant strain and in turn has an impact on staff welfare.

5.4
It is clear that additional staff resources are required to meet the workload demands.  The Council has relied heavily on the Planning Delivery Grant for the implementation of improvements but there the current PDG scheme is due to end in 2007/08 and during that year only £40 million pounds nationally will be available compared with £140 million this year.  Therefore there will be considerably less money available.

5.5
The Prime Ministers Delivery Unit, ODPM and the Treasury are aware of the potentially serious consequences of under funding the planning system in meeting their agenda for planning. The Government is reviewing the position with regard to 

funding of the planning service in future years and this could include the continuation of the Planning Delivery Grant
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5.6
Two GIS/LLPG officers are funded by the PDG although their posts were included in the base budgeted in 2004/05.  However, due to the availability of the PDG the salaries were offered as a one off saving.  Therefore the Council will need to address the financial implications in forthcoming years if the PDG is not continued or an alternative found.

5.7
The Audit Commission’s Report “The Planning System – Matching expectations and capacity” also examines the use of the private sector and shared services to help release resources to meet the targets and improve performance.  The Council does use the private sector particularly in providing expertise, which the Council does not have.  This year the Council has employed consultants to provide the Strategic Flood Risk Assessment, the Strategic Environmental Assessment for the Local Plan and the Updating of the Carlisle Retail Study.  Agency staff have been employed in the past and are required now to cover the problems detailed in paragraph 5.3. However, the use of consultants is expensive and the Audit Commission Report 

does not examine the costs of using consultants compared to the cost of in house provision.   As a Standards Authority the Council will come under increasing scrutiny and will be expected to improve.  

5.8
The Government is also beginning to realise that the new statutory plan framework is very complicated, time consuming and resource intensive. The Council has been 

informed by GONW that the planning policy side is under resourced to undertake the new local development documents.  This was confirmed at the Spatial Planning Masterclass where advice was given that ideally there should be one planning policy officer per 20,000 population.  Therefore with a population of over 100,000 the council should ideally have five policy officers and a minimum of four.  At present there are three.  At a minimum there is a need for an additional policy officer.

6.0
Conclusion

6.1
The City Council has become a Standards Authority in respect of major applications in 2006/07.  Additional advice and assistance will be made available to the City 

Council through both the Planning Advisory Service and the Government Office although this will not include additional finance.  
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6.2
The Council has already taken many steps to improve the service over the last two years and has met the Best Value targets in respect of BV109(b) and (c) and delivered a fully electronic planning service.  

6.3
The Planning Advisory Service has produced guidance on how to improve the Development Control service to deal with major applications, as well as training for Members in competencies in dealing with planning applications.

6.4
These will assist in making sure that the City Council takes full advantage of best practice throughout the country, but nevertheless the overriding problem that remains for the City Council is the lack of staff resources.

6.5
The planning service has made many changes to improve the service and although these actions have led to improvements in performance, they have not, however, been able to meet the ‘major’ application target or overcome the shortage of staff.  Staff have been re-deployed and clerical staff with an interest on taking on more responsibility and interested in becoming planners are being funded to undertake professional training.  There is little else that can be done within the existing 

resources of the service particularly in the light of the Government’s objectives with regard to making planning more central to the core purpose of the Council.

6.6
To enable the short term problem of resources to be addressed, officers will re-allocate resources from the Planning Delivery Grant and existing budgets to enable at least three additional staff to be appointed for a temporary period until July 2006. 

6.7
The longer term solution can not be met from existing budgetary resources and the solution would involve employing an additional 2 development control officers and 1 local plan officer which would cost in the region of £105,000 per annum. The Executive are therefore requested to recommend to Council a supplementary estimate of £315,000 to be met from Council Reserves to fund three additional members of staff for a fixed three year term. 

6.8
The three year period will enable officers to consider how best to resolve the issue on a permanent basis, taking into account any pronouncements from the Government on the continuance or not of the Planning Delivery Grant System of funding, which will be crucial to the longer term sustainability of funding for the Planning Service. 
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6.9
The Planning Delivery Grant (PDG) awarded for this year is some £50,000 less than the estimate made for this year.  This is despite meeting e-government planning and Local Development Scheme targets and targets for both ‘Minor’ and ‘Other’ applications.  The amount of PDG to be awarded is likely to be £40 million nationally approximately 30% of the amount available this year.  If proportionally this were divided to reflect this year’s allocation the Council would be likely to receive about £50,000.   This will create problems for the GIS/LLPG Team, which although base budgeted two years ago is still funded through the PDG as a saving.

7.0
CONSULTATION

7.1
Consultation to Date

Discussion at Senior Management Team on the 4 April 2006.  

7.2 Consultation Proposed

None.

8.0
RECOMMENDATIONS

8.1
It is recommended that the Executive:

i)
notes the designation of Carlisle as a Standards Authority from 1 April 2006; 

ii)
recommend to Council a supplementary estimate of £315,000 to be met from Council Reserves to fund three additional members of staff for a fixed three year term; and

iii)
agrees to continue to address the target that is not being met and to receive an action plan at its next meeting and quarterly thereafter until the designation is lifted.

9.0
REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

9.1
It is considered that the City Council needs to address staff shortages in the Planning Service to ensure that the designation as a Standards Authority is lifted as quickly as possible and to meet the Government’s objectives for the planning service.
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10.0
IMPLICATIONS

· Staffing/Resources –  will result in three or four additional staff in planning

· Financial – The financial comment can be amended to reflect the situation nearer the date of the meeting). 

· Legal – 
The Director of Legal and Democratic Services has been consulted and concurs with its conclusions.
· Corporate – it will help meet corporate objectives 

· Risk Management – not improving the planning performance will adversely affect the Council’s CPA rating. 

· Equality Issues – not applicable

· Environmental – will assist in improving planning performance in both determining planning applications and ensuring an up to date planning policy 

· Crime and Disorder – not applicable

· Impact on Customers – will improve the Council’s performance for both applicant’s and the general public.

 




Catherine Elliot
Director of Development Services

Contact Officer:
Alan Eales
Ext:
 7170
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