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Summary:

The report updates Members on the review of Planning Services.

Recommendations:

(i)
That Members consider when additional survey/consultation of applicants and agents should be undertaken.

(ii)
Agree that Officers should bring an Overview Report of the review and draft structure for the improvement plan to the next meeting.

Alan Eales

Head of Planning Services

Contact Officer:
Christopher Hardman
Ext:
 7190


Report to the









P. 09/04

Overview & Scrutiny Committee

1.0
Introduction  

1.1
Members have received a number of reports covering the Planning Services Best Value Review.  This report sets out the latest position regarding the review.

2.0
Analysis of Development Control Applications

2.1
The analysis of a sample of 300 Planning Applications from 2002 has been completed.  The analysis was presented in draft form to Members on the 4 December 2003.  The analysis raised a number of issues some of which were not unexpected, such as the inconsistency of response times from County Highways.  Other results provided a useful insight into the process such as the time taken to get amended plans submitted by applicants/agents.

2.2
Further work has been undertaken on some of the issues raised, others raised questions where additional work is required and could form part of the improvement plan.

3.0
Members Workshop

3.1
On the 4 December 2003 an afternoon workshop was undertaken with Members.  Members were asked to discuss the issues they considered most pertinent with regard to the service.  It has been recognised that there were many more issues that could have been discussed had time permitted.  However, issues such as responses by Highways and length of Committee, which have been raised several times by Members were discussed, along with clarification on views concerning quality versus speed.  The note of the workshop are attached to this report.
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4.0
Consultation

4.1
Arising from the sample of Development Control applications it was the intention of Officers to undertake further consultation with applicants and agents on their experience of the same applications.  Unfortunately due to the time taken to complete the analysis it clashed with requirements of Best Value Indicator 111.  The Planning Service had a national requirement to undertake consultation with applicants/agents on a series of pre set questions prescribed by the ODPM.  This consultation was undertaken between October and December 2003.  The results are being entered into a database with a requirement to be completed by the end of March 2004.  It is not known when the results will be available.

4.2
Due to this consultation being undertaken it was decided that it would be unreasonable on applicants/agents to ask them to complete an additional survey in close conjunction.  The additional consultation has therefore not been undertaken.

4.3
Member’s views are requested on whether this survey work should be undertaken February to April this year or whether a separate survey should be programmed into an improvement/action plan for a later date picking up on the findings of BV111.

4.4
In addition a customer survey has been undertaken and the results again will be known at the end of January.

5.0
Comparison

5.1
Companies of the Councils’ Development Control Performance with National Performance was reported to Overview & Scrutiny Committee on 23 October 2003.  This showed an improvement of performance since the beginning of this review.
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5.6
Performance against BV109 July-September 2003 is as follows:


England Average
Carlisle
National Targets

BV109a
52
17
60

BV109b
62
68
65

BV109c
78
85
80

5.7
A survey has been undertaken for the Councils’ Building Control Services, which there are no national performance indicators, looking into local indicators.  The response of the survey have been received, although the analysis will not be completed until 31 January 2004.

6.0
Best Value Audit Commission Inspection Report

6.1
A number of Inspections have taken place either of Development Control or combined units of Development Control and Building Control, or whole service reviews.  Officers are currently considering three aspects of 15 inspections including strengths, weaknesses and improvements to ensure all aspects of the service have been covered in the review.  The Officer Review Team meeting scheduled for 4 February 2004 will report back on this.

7.0
Next Steps

7.1
It is considered that for the next meeting of Overview & Scrutiny Committee on the 4 March 2004 Officers will consolidate the work and findings undertaken for this review.  Officers will also bring a draft structure for an improvement plan.  This will enable Members to have an overview of the whole process and consider the issues to be included for improvement.  Due to resources available a completed improvement plan will not be available for the meeting.
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8.0
Recommendations

8.1
(i)
That Members consider when additional survey/consultation of applicants and agents should be undertaken.

(ii)
Agree that Officers should bring an Overview Report of the review and draft structure for the improvement plan to the next meeting.

Alan Eales

Head of Planning Services

Contact Officer:
Christopher Hardman
Ext:
 7190


Appendix 1

Notes of Councillors Workshop/Discussion 

Planning Best Value Review


Notes of Councillors Workshop/Discussion

Planning Best Value Review

Thursday 4th December 2003

Present

Councillor Aldersey, Councillor C Bowman, Councillor Im Thurn, 

Councillor Mrs Crookdake, Councillor Rutherford, Councillor Joscelyne

Councillor Ms Martlew

Officers – Chris Hardman, Richard McCoy, Jessica Taylor

Introduction

Councillors were provided with a draft of the analysis of the sample of planning applications as completed by Jessica Taylor.

Following from the sample a series of questions were provided to prompt discussion although it was recognised that there were more questions than time available to discuss.

Members were, therefore, asked to raise the important issues they wished to discuss and had particular views about the Planning Service.

Discussion

Highways

“It is frustrating when we see proposals and they do not have highways comments and then we have to defer the applications.” 

It was agreed that by seeing the application without highways it still allowed Members to request a site visit or refer the application to delegation, if there were no objections.

A Member asked the question - Could other authorities be consulted on highways issues if Capita were failing to reply?

It was discussed that it was not the City Council’s decision who provides advice, but rather the County Council who delegate the workload to Capita.  The Council was statutorily obliged to consult the Highway Authority, which in this case is Cumbria County Council.

Committee

One Member suggested that too many applications went to Committee to be dealt with on one day, would it be possible to have it over two days. Another Member pointed out that Committee had previously only been a morning. This raised comments from other Members that Committee doesn’t usually run over 3pm and applications that were seen later in the day were not put through on the ‘nod’. More complex applications were dealt with in the morning.

It was suggested that twice monthly Committee could be held, but the issue of workload on Officers was raised.
External Advice

One Member raised concerns about the use of external consultants in the application process and why certain ones were used for certain advice e.g. Capita for agricultural dwelling financial tests?

Enquiries

All present had no complaints with the enquiry process, with the electorate and Members being happy with the assistance received by Planning Services. The Members believed the enquiry process allows applications which are unfeasible to be sifted out, stopping unnecessary cases being presented at Committee.

One Stop Shop/Reception

Members felt the One Stop Shop was sometimes overcrowded especially if large plans needed to be spread out.

Officers on Holiday

The issues of problems in getting information when Officers were on holiday was raised by one Member, but this was dismissed by the other Members who had never experienced problems.


Amendments

A Member raised the point of having cut off points for amended plans, if amendments were not received within a certain time then a decision would be made on the information already submitted.

Parish Councils

To speed up the consultation process with the Parish Councils it was suggested that full applications were only sent to parishes if there was an objection to the proposal, if no objections were received telephone communication between an Officer and Parish Clerk could take place.

One Member suggested applications should not be considered until all the information was received, this was seen to be unrealistic by other Members.

Quality versus Speed

The Members were in agreement that they did not want to lose quality because of speed.

General

A question was raised as to the number of applications which were sent to Committee with a recommendation to refuse and then refused?  Could this number be removed from Committee?
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