
 

 

 

Report for Resolution  

Report to  Executive  
 12 November 2008 
Report of Head of Planning and Regeneration   
Subject Planning Improvement Plan – Phase 2  
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Purpose  

This report details the second Phase of the Planning Improvement Plan that: 
 

• Responds to the Audit Commission’s Report published on 4 August 
2008  

• Considers the implications of Norwich City Council’s Corporate Plan 
priorities (which includes a priority to “implement the planning 
improvement plan, including improving customer service”) 

 
The development and delivery of this second Phase builds on the first phase 
undertaken in 2007 (reported to Executive on 3 October 2007 Item 7)  

Recommendations 

(1) To endorse the aims and workstreams listed in paras 8 and 9 of this 
report for the second phase of the Planning Improvement Plan; 

 
(2) To agree the principle that the Housing and Planning Delivery Grant 

award for 2008/09 and underspend from 2007/08 is directed, as 
encouraged by Government, to support the delivery of planning services 
and particularly the implementation of PIP2 at the discretion of the 
Director of Regeneration and Development through the Performance 
Management Improvement Board; and 

 
(3) That the Performance Management Improvement Board receive quarterly 

updates to review progress and take further decisions as required 
 

Financial Consequences 

It is proposed that the financial consequences of the report be met through the use 
of existing planning budgets and Housing and Planning Delivery Grant for 2008/09. 
 
The full year effect of the second phase of the Planning Improvement Plan will be 
incorporated into the 2009/10 Service & Financial Planning Process. This of 
course will be subject to the normal budgetary approval process. 

  



Risk Assessment 

The need to improve the Planning Service has been recognised by the Council 
previously and this has been underlined by the recent Audit Commission 
Inspection of Planning Services.  Failure to improve the Council’s Planning Service 
poses short term financial and reputation risks to the Council, particularly through 
the cost implications of fighting planning appeals against failure to determine 
applications within the required time.  There are also longer term risks to the City 
should the planning service be unable to plan adequately to deliver the growth 
agenda.  
 

Strategic Priority and Outcome/Service Priorities 

The report helps to directly achieve the corporate objective to “implement the 
Planning Improvement Plan, including improving customer service” as well as 
indirectly several other corporate objectives: 
 

• Complete the joint core strategy and start its implementation 
• Bring to completion the Northern City Centre action plan 
• Protect economic development sites from being used for other land use 

purposes 
• Deliver the Growth Points programme 
• Increase the provision of play facilities and services in the City, in particular 

by the use of section 106 monies 
• Produce a programme to improve the accessibility of our services 
• Implement corporate customer care standards for all services, including 

contracts 
• Develop a member development programme, including the members 

charter 
• Publish an outline framework for the new council, and supporting discussion 

documents 
 

Executive Member: Councillor Morrey - Sustainable City Development  

Ward: All 

Contact Officers 

Graham Nelson 01603 212539 
Jerry Massey 01603 212225 

Background Documents 

Executive Report – 3 October 2007 – Planning Improvement Plan –Item 7 
Audit Commission Report on Planning Services – August 2008 
 

  



Report 
Background 

 
1. The purpose of the Planning Improvement Plan (PiP) is to develop and deliver 

a second phase of improvements for the planning service that: 

• Builds on the first phase of the Planning Improvement Plan implemented by 
the Council from October 2007 to date; 

• Responds to the Audit Commission’s Inspection of the City Council’s Planning 
Service published on 4 August 2008; and 

• Reflects the implications of Norwich City Council’s Corporate Plan priorities 
(which includes a priority to “implement the planning improvement plan, 
including improving customer service”). 

2. It builds on phase 1 of the Planning Improvement Plan (PIP1) which was 
agreed by Executive Committee in Oct 2007 which contained six outputs: 

Output 1 – To have a full complement of staff by the 31st January 2008.  
Output 2 – Develop and implement a Development Team approach to major 
applications.  
Output 3 – Adopt a project management approach to all applications. 
Output 4 – An improved pre-application service in place from December 2007.  
Output 5 – From April 2008 the Council will adopt a more robust approach at 
the validation stage.  
Output 6 – A senior negotiator will be in place from December 2007 to take a 
strategic view (during the pre-application stage) in relation to the growth point 
status and corporate objectives e.g. in relation to health, education and 
highways 

3. Stage 1 of the PiP has substantially been implemented (albeit some matters 
have taken longer than anticipated) and this is beginning to have an impact on 
performance figures.  Service performance as measured by the key 
performance indicators are gradually improving.  In relation to the 4 categories 
measured regarding speed of determination of planning applications, 
performance over the first half of 2008/09 has improved compared to 
performance over 2007/08.  However, performance generally remains below 
target levels and there is clearly a need to improve further.  This is particularly 
the case in relation to the major applications. 

4. The need to drive forward improvement to the Planning Service was 
recognised in the Audit Commission inspection of planning services that was 
conducted in May this year and published in August.  The inspection found a 
number of positive aspects to the service particularly: it is enabling 
development which creates positive outcomes for local people, planning policy 
development is progressing well, a good range of design and other advice is 
available, and the service is having a positive impact on the design quality and 
historic fabric of the city. 

 

  



5. However, the inspection also found there were a number of weaknesses with 
the service, particularly: satisfaction is low, service standards are not in place, 
planning enforcement function is reactive and under-resourced, and the speed 
with which applications are determined remains below Government 
expectations.  The summary of the service inspection and recommendations is 
attached as Appendix 1 to this report. 

Stage 2 of the Planning Improvement Plan  

6. To respond to the Audit Commission report a draft version of stage 2 of the 
Planning Improvement Plan has been prepared and was considered by the 
Performance Management Improvement Board on 25th September. 

7. The report considered by the Board was an early draft of the emerging plan.  It 
looked at each of the 14 individual sub-recommendations in the Audit 
Commission report and actions to follow through on stage 1 of the improvement 
plan.  The progress that had been made in relation to each recommendation 
and action since the inspection was identified and from this a long list of 29 
separate tasks was identified. 

8. A number of tasks overlapped with one another and they were refined into 5 
particularly workstreams with the intention that duplication could be minimised 
and work could be phased in a manner to reflect resources available and 
prioritised to deliver quick wins.  The five work streams identified were as 
follows: 

• Improving Learning and Customer Focus – Tasks under this workstream 
would include exercises to learn from best practice being employed in other 
local authorities, the review of current information sources (especially web 
based) to improve self service, and reinforce ways of obtaining and 
responding to customer feedback. 

• Improving Service Standards and Efficiency – Tasks to include developing 
and embedding service standards, reviewing delegation arrangements, and 
benchmarking the value for money of service provision. 

• Service Re-engineering and Restructuring – Tasks to include the physical 
and managerial restructuring of the development management service to 
ensure better co-ordination of professional and technical staff and greater 
ownership of performance indicators, reviewing and improving the 
enforcement and legal capacity available to the service, and undertaking a 
business process re-engineering exercise of development management 
processes.  

• Building Officer and Councillor Capacity – Tasks to include improved 
workforce planning to better align service plan priorities and individual 
appraisals, development of improved training plan for members of the 
Planning Applications Committee and officers serving the Committee, and 
purchasing of improved audio/visual aids for use at Committee meetings.    

 

 

  



• Following through on PIP1 – Tasks to include embedding the development 
team approach within the development management service, publication of 
developers pack and introduction of revised approach to validation from 1st 
December.  It is hoped to be able to introduce a system of charging for pre-
application advice on major developments by April 2009 although this will 
be need to be subject to separate member approval and will be dependent 
on being able to improve service levels to guarantee service standards for 
fee producing services. 

9. The aim of stage 2 of the planning improvement plan is to increase the rate of 
improvement being seen in the planning service with the expectation that from 
April 2009 the planning service will be able to demonstrate across the service 
that it meets the Audit Commission expectation of being “a service that 
consistently delivers above minimum requirements for users, is cost-effective 
and makes contributions to wider outcomes for the community”.  

10. The plan should also have a significant impact on key planning performance 
indicators.  This should enable targets set in the corporate plan for 2009/10 to 
be met.  It should, however, be noted that irrespective of the rate of 
improvement in the planning service over the rest of the current financial year 
it is unfortunately inevitable that performance targets for 2008/09 will once 
again be missed.     

Resources 

11. The costs of delivering stage 2 of the Planning Improvement Plan are still 
under investigation and will not be known for some time.  However, work can 
be programmed to ensure that it fits to the budget available from the Housing 
and Planning Delivery Grant (HPDG). 

12. The provisional allocation of HPDG to Norwich City Council for 2008/09 is 
£513,573.  The grant is not ring-fenced but government strongly encourages 
local authorities to invest the money in their planning services and authorities 
must split their grant for 2008/09 67% for revenue and 33% for capital.  

13. The total grant has been subject to consultation and is expected to be 
confirmed shortly.  Norwich City Council has confirmed that its allocation has 
been calculated correctly and the award should be received in October.  
Notwithstanding this the total may be adjusted to reflect discrepancies in 
awards to other Councils, and adjustment is likely to be downward.  

14. The HPDG is significantly higher than previous awards of Planning Delivery 
Grant that the Council has received, this is primarily due to the emphasis of the 
HPDG of rewarding Councils that deliver growth rather than those whose 
performance indicators are good.  Norwich City Council has consistently 
delivered high numbers of new homes (expressed as a proportion of housing 
stock).  Had more progress been made on delivering forward planning 
documents the award would have been substantially more (if the authority had 
adopted a core strategy then it would have received at least £500,000 more). 

 

  



  

15. It is expected that HPDG will be awarded using the same mechanism for 
2009/10.  The provisional and conservative estimate of the likely award level of 
the award is £400,000 and it is suggested that this estimate be built into 
planning service budgets for 2009/10.  In further years the grant is likely to be 
re-directed to support the delivery of affordable housing. 

16. It is recommended that the HPDG award for 2008/09 is directed, as 
encouraged by government, to support the delivery of planning services and 
particularly the implementation of PIP2 at the discretion of the Director of 
Regeneration and Development through the Performance Management 
Improvement Board. It is critical that provision continues to be made for 
sustaining and supporting those work areas in which the service is performing 
well e.g. protecting and enhancing the city's heritage, investing in regeneration 
initiatives and developing future planning policy and not solely directed to the 
development management service.   



APPENDIX 1















 


	Purpose 
	Recommendations
	Financial Consequences
	Risk Assessment
	Strategic Priority and Outcome/Service Priorities
	Executive Member: Councillor Morrey - Sustainable City Development 
	Ward: All
	Contact Officers
	Background Documents
	Background
	Stage 2 of the Planning Improvement Plan 
	Resources




