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EX.112/06
PLANNING STANDARDS AUTHORITY (Key Decision)

Portfolio
Environment and Infrastructure

Subject Matter

The Director of Development Services submitted Report DS.32/06 indicating that the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister had formally designated the City Council as a Best Value Planning Authority with effect from 1 April 2006 under the provisions of the Local Government Act 1999.

The reason for this designation was because performance on processing major applications to the year ending 30 June 2005 was below the targets set nationally under Performance Indicator BV109.

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.

The Best Value designation will remain in place for the 2006/07 financial year and progress will be monitored by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister.

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.  

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.  

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

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.

Staff have been re-deployed and clerical staff interested in taking on more responsibility and in becoming Planning Officers 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.

To enable the short term problem of resources to be addressed, it would be possible to 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. 

The longer term solution cannot be met from existing budgetary resources and would involve employing an additional two Development Control Officers and one Local Plan Officer at a cost in the region of £105,000 per annum. The Executive are, therefore, requested to recommend to Council that a supplementary estimate of £315,000 be granted, to be met from Council Reserves, to fund three additional members of staff for a fixed three year term.

A Motion from the City Council meeting on 2 May 2006 dealing with staffing in Planning Services was submitted as follows:-

"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.'

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. 

The Planning Delivery Grant (PDG) awarded for this year is some £50,000 less than estimated.  This is despite the service meeting e-government planning and Local Development Scheme targets and targets for both ‘minor’ and ‘other’ applications.  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.

Summary of options rejected

None

DECISION

That the Executive:

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

ii)
recommends to the City Council that a supplementary estimate of £315,000 be approved, to be met from Council Reserves, to fund three additional members of staff (two Development Control Officers and one Local Plans Officer) 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 31 July 2006 meeting and quarterly thereafter until the designation is lifted.

Reasons for Decision

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.  The decision taken to seek the appointment of additional staff meets the requirements of the Motion agreed by the City Council on 2 May 2006.







