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Progress Report on Work Towards Taking the Planning Service In-House

Report by Head of Development and Regeneration   

	Summary:  
This report outlines the progress being made towards bringing the planning service in-house, which will enable the Broads Authority to improve both its performance and its customer service.

Recommendation:  That the report be noted. 


1
Background

1.1
The current development control service and part of the enforcement service for the Broads Authority are provided by the six constituent district councils under agreement

1.2
The government set planning departments targets which must be met in terms of speed of decision.  A financial incentive is paid in terms of a Planning Delivery Grant.  Previously this was on the basis of achieving the targets, but latterly this has largely focused on rewarding improvements.  The Authority has been failing to meet all the targets and has therefore been identified as a “Standards Authority”.  In the absence of performance improvement there will be intervention by Central Government.

1.3
The failure to meet proscribed targets is an issue in itself, however it also indicates that the service as currently provided is not meeting the standards which the Broads Authority would wish to offer its customers.

1.4
In addition to the above, the Broads is designated as of National Park status and the Authority has a duty to fulfill and promote the National Park purposes:

· to conserve and enhance the natural beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage of the Broads;

· to promote opportunities for the understanding and enjoyment of the special qualities of the Broads by the public 

as well as the specific Broads Authority purpose:

· to protect the interests of navigation.  

The planning service is a means to achieve these three objectives and can help to achieve positive change.

1.5
The combination of these factors resulted in the decision being taken to take the planning service in house from 1 April 2007.

2
Progress Towards the In-House Service

2.1
The hand-over date for the planning service from the District Councils to the Broads Authority is 1 April 2007 and the District Councils were given notice of this at the end of March 2006.

2.2
The tasks that must be completed by 1 April 2007 divide broadly into three areas – staff, procedures and ICT and progress on each of these is as follows.

2.3
Staffing
2.3.1
In order to implement the service, additional staff will be required and the Authority has developed a new structure within the Planning Directorate, with a dedicated development and enforcement team of five.  The staff have been recruited and the posts are filled as follows:

· Head of Development and Regeneration – Cally Smith

· Planning Officer – Mark Brown

· Planning Assistant – Andrew Fillmore

· Planning Assistant – Jo Negus

· Planning Officer (Compliance and Implementation) – Ruth Downes

2.3.2
Other than one of the Planning Assistant posts, all posts are filled.  Jo Negus will be starting in development control in December and is currently working in the policy team to gain an understanding of planning policy.

2.3.3
The Planning Officer (Compliance and Implementation) has reduced her hours to part-time (three days per week) and we are recruiting a further part-time officer, also three days per week, to job share the post.  Interviews will take place on 7 September and Members will be updated of the outcome.

2.3.4
A consultant, Margaret Shelley has been working with us, funded by PDG, to train the new staff and provide interim assistance in developing our procedures.

2.3.5
We also have a Support Services Officer to the Directorate, Mark King, who provides technical and administrative assistance.

2.4
Processes and Procedures
2.4.1
The in-house service will handle the full functions of a local planning authority, including planning, conservation area and listed building applications, telecommunications development, prior notifications for agricultural development and enforcement.

2.4.2
One of the key early tasks has been to develop a comprehensive manual of the procedures and processes that will be needed to carry out the functions.  The team has been developing this, with specialist assistance and taking account of best practice from elsewhere and the latest Government guidance.  

2.4.3
The manual includes a number of service charters setting out the standard of service that we expect to provide – and we will be judged against these standards in assessing whether we are providing the excellent service we have promised.

2.4.4
We will be developing a series of workshops with stakeholders such as Parish Councils to inform them of the changes in the way in which planning in the Broads will be undertaken from 1 April 2007 and seeking their assistance in determining and providing the level of service to which we aspire.

2.5
Information Technology
2.5.1
Another key task is the development of an Information and Communication Technology (ICT) system to support the processes and provide full e-access to the information on all our planning applications.  Again, full account has been taken of best practice and all the latest guidance and we have set up a dedicated project team to take this forward.

2.5.2
Invitations to tender for the provision of an ICT system were issued in July and six tenders were received.  Members of the project team are currently evaluating these and the successful tenderer will be awarded the contract in September.  This will enable the selected system to be procured and installed and training completed in early 2007 prior to the service going live in April.

3
Management of the Project

3.1
In order to manage the progress of the project, a project team has been set up comprising the Director of Planning and Strategy as Project Executive, Director of Corporate Services to oversee project quality and a Member (Mr Duce) to represent the service user.  The overall project is managed by the Head of Development and Regeneration.

3.2
As part of the project communication, a report will be prepared for both the Planning Committee and Full Authority quarterly to advise on progress.

3.3
This report was noted by the Planning Committee at their meeting of 15 September 2006.

4
Financial Implications

4.1
The costs of taking the planning service in-house have been budgeted for and are funded by additional monies from DEFRA for this specific purpose.

5
Conclusion

5.1
The project to take the planning service in-house is a major one for the Planning Directorate.  It is also an exciting opportunity to look at the way in which we work and develop this to enable us to provide an excellent service which integrates planning, sustainability and the wider objectives of the Authority.

5.2
Members’ on-going support is welcomed.
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