
AGENDA ITEM NO. ...... !.!............. 
EXCERPT OF MINUTE OF MEETING OF POLICY AND RESOURCES COMMITTEE HELD ON 
28 JANUARY 2003 

SERVICE DELIVERY AND PERFORMANCE SCRUTINY PANEL REPORT - DEVELOPMENT 
CONTROL 

24. There was submitted a report (docketed) dated 6 January 2003 by the Chief Executive, presenting the 
conclusions of the Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny Panel of their review of the processing 
of planning applications. 

Decided: 

(1) that the conclusions reached by the Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny Panel in 
respect of their review of Development Control be noted, and 

(2) that the Scrutiny Panel’s Review Report and Action Plan be referred to the Planning and 
Environment Committee for consideration and in order that that Committee receive regular 
updates on progress. 
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NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 

REPORT 
AGENDA ITEM No. ..,.E 

~ ~~~ 

To: Policy and Resources Committee Subject : SERVICE DELIVERY AND 
PERFORMANCE SCRUTINY 

Date: 6 January 2003 Ref: AZG/Corpol/8orgdev 

1 From: Chief Executive 

Review Report : DEVELOPM ENT CONTROL 

I PANEL 
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2 
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3 

3.1 

3.2 
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Purpose of Report 

This report presents the conclusions of the Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny 
Panel's Review of Development Control. 

The Panel is seeking the approval of the Policy and Resources Committee for its 
recommendations and Draft Proposed Action Plan to be implemented by the Planning and 
Environment Department. 

Background 

At a meeting of the Scrutiny Panel held on 26 June 2002, Members heard a presentation 
from the Director of Planning and Environment outlining current arrangements, procedures 
and timescales for the processing of Planning Applications. 

At a further meeting the Panel considered the various issues surrounding each stage of the 
Development Control process, looking for ways the department could improve its performance. 

The Report & Proposals 

The Review Report and Draft Action Plan are contained in Appendix 1 to this report. The Draft 
Action Plan concludes the review by setting out the means by which the Panel's improvement 
proposals could be implemented in the form of 12 action recommendations with targets for 
completion. 

If approved by this Committee, the Review Report and Draft Action Plan will be remitted to the 
Planning and Environment Committee which will subsequently receive regular updates on 
progress towards the completion of the recommended actions. 

Recommendations 

it is recommended that the Committee :- 

I) 

2) 
3) 

Notes the conclusions reached by the Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny Panel's 
Review of arrangements for the processing of Planning applications 
Approves the content of the Review Report and Draft Action Plan 
Authorises officials to place the Scrutiny Panel's Review Report and Action Plan before the 
next meeting of the Planning and Environment Committee with the requirement that the 
Committee receives regular updates on progress 

Chief Executive 
Local Government Access to Information Act 
For further information on this report please contact Alex Gardiner, Corporate Policy and Performance Manager on extension 2231 
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Appendix 1 

NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 
SERVICE DELIVERY AND PERFORMANCE SCRUTINY PANEL 

DEVELOPMENT CONTROL REPORT 
AND 

DRAFT ACTION PLAN 

I BACKGROUND 
2 THE PANEL'S REMIT 
3 CURRENT ARRANGEMENTS 
4 
5 

FACTORS WHICH INFLUENCE THE PROCESSING TIMES FOR APPLICATIONS 
IMPROVING PROCESSING TIMES FOR PLANNING APPLICATIONS 

6 CONCLUSION 
7 ACTION PLAN 

0 
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1 BACKGROUND 

Best 
Family Performing N LC Scottish Performance Group 

Application Target Executive in quarter 4 Over Scottish 
Average Council 
2ooo/01 2000/01 

Type 2001/2002 Targets 2001/2002 

NLC Best 

years 

1.1 The Panel's review was triggered following the report on Quarter 4 performance 
showing that targets set by the Council for the year had not been met.  

. 

1.2 An analysis of the last three years service performance figures showed the 
percentage of planning applications processed within two months had fallen from 
85.5% to 54% for householder applications and 60% to 29% for non- 
householder applications. Figures were also below the average for t h e  Accounts 
Commission's Family Group of authorities with similar characteristics. 

Householder 
Non- 
householder 

8 9 O/o 9 0 010 5 4 O/o 85.5% 8 2.2% 96.3 O/o 

6 2 O/O 8 0 O/O 29 O/o 6 0 O/O 51.4°/o 82.7'/0 

1.3 

2.0 

2.1 

2.2 

3.0 

3.1 

3.2 

North Lanarkshire's performance appeared to be significantly below tha t  of 
Scotland's best performing Council by a factor of: - 

0 42.3% for householder applications and 
0 25% for non-householder applications 

THE PANEL'S REMIT 

The Panel's remit was 'to consider the reasons for North Lanarkshire's 
comparatively poor performance in processing householder and non householder 
planning applications within two months and to  identify solutions to improve the 
Cou nci 1's performance. ' 

It was agreed the Review would consider various aspects of  the Council's 
arrangements for carrying out its statutory Development Control duties 

THE PANEL'S REVIEW 

d 

At a meeting of the Scrutiny Panel held in June 2002, Members heard a 
presentation from the Director o f  Planning and Environment outlining the aims of 
the service, arrangements for the delivery of Development Control and the 
procedures currently in place. Additional information was requested and was 
subsequently presented to  the Panel. 

Development Control is a part of the planning system and plays an important 
role in shaping the quality of our towns and villages. Development plans outline 
the spatial development of areas. Planning makes a central contribution to:  - 

0 Achieving sustain a bi I i t y  
0 Creating and realising development opportunities 
0 Conserving the urban and rural environment 
0 Encouraging economic development 

Regeneration 
0 Transportation 
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Promoting public participation 

3.3 I n  the context of the Development Plan, the development control system allows 
the Council to influence development - its location, design, accessibility, 
environmental and community impact, infrastructure, etc. Since its inception, the 
planning service has consistently engaged and consulted with the public. Active 
involvement in Development Control is encouraged. 
The development planning system helps shape the way North Lanarkshire's 
towns and villages develop and change. Plans are public documents which 
usually fit and reflect the community's needs / aspirations / views because they 
have been subject to consultation. 
The Panel noted that the five local plans, which currently cover North 
Lanarkshire Council's area, were adopted between 1953 and 1997. The Panel 
understood that relevant and up-to-date plans were essential for efficient, sound 
and consistent development control decisions. Some of the policies and land use 
allocations in these plans must be considerably out of date, making development 
control a lot more complicated for the public, developers Members and planners. 
The Panel noted the Director's intention to  place proposals for updating plans to  
Committee in October. 

3.4 

3.5 The Director informed the Panel that the aim of Development Control was 'to 
provide a quality service to all o f  its customers, in accordance with t h e  aims of 
the departmental Service Plan and the corporate objectives of the Council'. 

3.6 The Panel noted that 'customers' included not only applicants but also 
neighbours and other affected parties, external partners, other Council 
departments and Elected Members. The Panel noted that Development Control is 
a complex service with many interested parties and that it is essential that the 
community is engaged effectively 

3.7 Processing applications involves some periods of t ime which are set out in 
legislation. Internal and external consultation on applications and neighbour 
notification have a minimum response time of 14 days. Certain types of 
applications are advertised with a minimum response time of 2 1  days. 

3 - 8  Not all applications are determined by Committee. The Council has an approved 
scheme of delegation enabling certain kinds of applications to be determined by 
the Director of Planning and Environment. 

3.9 Householder applications fall into this category. They only go to  Committee if 
objections are received. It is estimated that 70% of householder applications are 
determined using delegated powers. 

3.10 The department produces reports to  Committee which recommend how 
applications should be dealt with. These require to be produced two weeks 
before the date set for the meeting. This enables them to  be checked and 
finalised for the Conveners meeting which takes place 9 days before the 
Committee. Taking this into account, to  meet the national target processing t ime 
for applications, officers have only six weeks to process applications. The 
department confirmed few applications determined by Committee were 
processed within the two-month period. 
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The Panel noted that most applications considered by Committee took longer than two 
months - only 29% of non-householder applications were processed within this 
timescale. 70% of householder applications were processed by the department as they 
did not require to  go to Committee. Just over half of householder applications were 
being determined within eight weeks. 

3.11 The Planning Committee has an agreed Hearings procedure which enables 
applicants, objectors or Councillors to request a Hearing before the Committee 
or a site visit. Such applications are continued to a special meeting o f  the 
Committee. This arrangement allows anyone to  request their case b e  made 
directly to the Committee, an arrangement only a few Scottish authorities offer. 

3.12 Applications which the Council is minded to grant which are 

at odds with the approved development plan or 
where the Council has an interest in the land and there are a significant 
number of objections 

must be referred to Scottish Ministers. This is a lengthy process well in excess of 
the two month period. 

The Panel noted this authority operates its planning arrangements in an accessible and 
transparent manner. 

4. 

4.1 

4.2 

4.3 

FACTORS INFLUENCING PROCESSING TIMES FOR PLANNING APPLICATIONS 

The department explained that a number of factors contributed t o  the delay in 
processing times. I n  summary these were 

The restructuring of the department 
The loss of expertise in Development Control as staff were transferred t o  
other activities 
The difficulty and t ime taken to recruit and train replacement staff 
Maintaining an accessible and responsive service dealing with all enquiries on 
demand 
Staff resources being overstretched 
Difficulty in arranging pre-application discussions 
Difficulty regularising feedback to customers on the progress of their 
applications 
The time taken to explain the complexities of the planning system 
Some delays caused by consultation arrangements 

The causes of variations in performance are complex and the Panel considered 
information provided by the department. 

Details of the total number of applications received by the department in 2001 
were provided by type, month registered, and the means by which they were 
determined. Over the year 1,632 applications were received and 1,391 were 
processed. 

58% of applications were non-householder 
42% of applications were householder 
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23.01% were Committee decisions 
76.99% of applications were delegated decisions 

4.4 On the critical issue'of the time taken to process applications 

Of those determined under delegated powers 68.63% were determined within 
2 months 

0 Of those determined by Committee only 19.3 O/O were determined within 2 
months 

3 1  applications (1.89% of the total) were considered following a hearing 
32 applications (1.96% of the total) were considered following a site visit. 
Applications subject to  Hearings and Site Visits totalled 63, 3.85% of the 1632 
applications received 

~ 

The Panel concluded that three quarters of applications received were determined by 
the department and that only a quarter of applications were determined by Committee. 
Very few (1.9%) applications were determined after a site visit or hearing 

4.5 The Director of Planning provided the Panel with a report containing responses to  
the additional information requested. 

5. IMPROVING PROCESSING TIMES FOR PLANNING APPLICATIONS 

5.1 I n  considering means by which the processing of applications might be  
accelerated, the Panel received information on the key factors which had caused 
delays in the recent past, stages in the process which take time to complete and 
action already underway in the department. 

5.2 The structure of  Development Control arrangements is contained in Appendix 1. 
The chart indicates there are 36 staff engaged in Development Control under the 
Development Control Manager. The ratio of staff to  applications is 1:45. 

5.3 At times during last year the Development Control function was being delivered 
with 9 vacancies. The Panel accepted this would cause delays and noted that 
sickness absence of 1.2% was not a cause. 

5.4 The Panel noted that the department would achieve a full complement of 
Development Control staff in October 2002. It was suggested that the process 
for filling vacancies should be reviewed with a view to reducing delays. 

5.5 The department's actions have focused on recruitment, induction and training of 
new staff. New procedures have been introduced to ensure consistency. A start 
has been made to  reviewing the style and content of Committee reports. It had 
been recognised that some reports were unnecessarily lengthy. 

5.6 The department was concerned that achieving targets would have an adverse 
effect on the quality and level of service currently provided. "Whilst further 
measures can be taken to achieve higher targets, not all of these can be 
recommended as they would significantly affect the quality of service delivered 
to  all." 
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5.7 

5.8 

5.9 

5.10 

5.10 

5.11 

5.12 

6.0 

6.1 

The department suggested to the Panel that the scheme of delegated powers, 
which was approved in June 2000, could be reviewed with a view to  making 
alterations 

introducing delegated powers to deal with some outline planning applications 
increasing the size of housing and industry applications which could be 
delegated 
reintroducing delegated powers to refuse applications for adverts and Tree 
Preservation Orders 
introducing delegated powers t o  deal with telecommunications applications 

I n  looking at registration procedures the Panel accepted that the process 
detailed in the Scottish Executive's Planning Advice Note 40 was clear and 
unambiguous. The two month determination of an application begins on the day 
the valid application is received. It is essential that checks on the validity of 
applications are made as soon as possible following receipt. 

A quarter of all applications are determined by Committee and the Panel 
observed that the fall in performance appeared to  coincide with the change to 
eight week Committee cycles. Planning Committees, however, still meet  on a 
four weekly basis. 

The department had noted that, over the summer period, when special 
Committees were called, applications were determined with greater speed. The 
Panel noted suggestions from the department and was supportive of a review of 
decision making processes to  look into the possibility of setting dates for Special 
Committees I0 - 14 days following main monthly Committees to  create more 
frequent opportunities to determine applications. The Department had started to  
look at improving the style and conciseness of reports. It was suggested greater 
use of photographic and video images might help improve decision making and 
reduce the need for some site visits. 

The Panel noted and was supportive of the arrangements for hearings and site 
visits. The system has not been regularised and the department informed the 
Panel that " applicants and objectors are not positively made aware that  the 
Committee operates a hearings procedure.'' The Panel was of the view that  
service standards should be explicit for both applicants and objectors. 

The Panel considered information on the consultation process within the Planning 
and Environment Department and with other departments of the authority. This 
is a key part of the Development Control process and one aspect which is 
entirely within the Council's control. 

Of a total of 478 consultations undertaken within the Planning and Environment 
Department only 166 (35%) were returned within two weeks. Of 70 
consultations undertaken with other departments of the authority only I0 (14%) 
were returned within 2 weeks. The Panel was of the view this was an area which 
should receive attention, perhaps considering the introduction of a service level 
agreement as a means of ensuring consultations are undertaken on time. 

CONCLUSION 

The Panel received excellent co-operation from the Planning Department and 
appreciated the level of detail provided. The review was wide ranging and 
Members' efforts were greatly assisted by the clarity of the department's 
presentations explaining a fairly complex process. 
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6.2 I n  summary, the Panel is making a number of suggestions which it hopes the 
department will investigate further. 

Up - t o  - date Development Plans would greatly assist the Development Control 
process, providing a link to  current Community Plan, Corporate Plan and Service 
Plan priorities and a contemporary framework for the public, developers, 
Members and planners t o  consider development proposals. 

6.3 The Panel supports the department's focus on involving local people and 
agrees it is vital that the community is engaged effectively in planning decisions. 
It is equally important that applicants do not experience delays in the processing 
of their applications. The authority will be judged and compared on t h e  basis of  
its application processing times. Attempts should be made t o  reduce processing 
times by streamlining parts of the process, improving rather than prejudicing 
quality. 

6.4 Quality of  service is important both to  applicants and objectors. The Panel 
noted that not all aspects of this authority's approach are made explicit. The 
department may wish t o  address this issue by revising, updating and publishing 
a customer charter with clear service standards. 

6.5 The department is anxious to  deliver an accessible service providing helpful 
and well-informed advice to  applicants and objectors. The department may wish 
to  enhance customer care by investigating new arrangements for handling 
enquiries using the business change process and some ideas emerging f rom 
contact centre arrangements. Systems for providing feedback t o  applicants on 
the progress of their applications might further assist. 

6.6 A number of aspects of the development control process could be reviewed 
with a view to reducing delay in development control: 

0 checking the validity of  applications quickly 
delegated powers 

0 Scheduling Special Committees to  improve the flow of  applications t o  
Com mittee 

0 The application of  service level agreements to  internal consultation 
arrangements 

6.7 Considering the difficulties and delays encountered recruiting staff, the 
department may consider it advisable to  review its arrangements for filling 
vacancies. 
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DRAFT PROPOSED ACTION PLAN 

Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny Panel Report - Development Control 

Project 

1. Achieve a t  least national 
performance targets for 
processing planning 
applications 

2. Implement proposals to  
update Development Plan 
coverage of North Lanarkshire 
once approved. 

3. Consider Production o f  a 
-evised, comprehensive 
3ustomer Charter for 
9pplicants and Objectors with 
:lear service standards t o  be 

Timesca le Tasks Responsibility 

March 2003 Produce monthly 
department and 
Service mon i tori ng 
reports 

Support Services 
/Service 
Management 

2003/2004 Public Inquiries for Service 
Northern Corridor Management 
and Southern Area 

February 2004 Draft North 
Lanarkshire Local 
Plan 

September Adopt Southern 
2004 Area Local Plan 

February 2005 Finalised North 
Lanarkshire Local 
Plan 

3ctober 2005 Public Local Inquiry 

May 2007 Local Plan adoption 

2003/2004 Preparation of Service 
Service Charter Management 

I I 

Comments / Progress 

As indicated in our 
report this would be a 
gradual process and 
subject to a review o f  
delegation and site visit 
and hearing process. 
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Project 

sent out with application forms 

4. Review arrangements for 
the efficient and effective 
handling of both general and 
specific enquiries concerning 
develop men t control 

5 .  Investigate new means by 
which applications are 
monitored by officers and 
applicants may track the 
progress of their applications 
either as an integral part of the 
service or  by other means eg. 
Through the Council's web site 

6. Review arrangements and 
take steps to  ensure speedy 
and accurate checks are made 
on the validity o f  applications 
to  maximise processing t ime 
available 

7. Review arrangements for 
Delegated Powers as a 
potential means o f  shortening 
processing times 

8.  Identi fy and pursue 
opportunities to  streamline and 
accelerate decisions on 
Planning Applications including 
the scheduling of Committees 
and the potential t o  develop 

Timescale 

March 2004 

June 2003 

March 2004 

June 2003 

~ 

June 2003 

June 2003 

Tasks 

Create web enabled 
Uniform application 
system 

Create Local Plan 
on-line monitoring 
system. 

Implement a 'Pilot' 
application tracking 
system 

Create on-line 
a ppl ica tion 
monitoring system 

create Performance 
Indicators (PI) for 
application 
validation process 

Review scheme o f  
delegation 

Consider and agree 
wi th  Planning 
Convener 

Option appraisal for 
com mi ttee structure 

Create streamlined 
delivery based on 
appraisal outcome. 

Responsibility 

Service 
Management 

Service 
Management 

Service 
Management / 

Management 
Support 

Director o f  Planning 
m d  Environment 
and Director o f  
4d m i nist ra t ion 

Iirector of 
4dministration 

Service 
Yanagement 

Eomments / Progress 
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Project 

the role of Special Committees 

9. Investigate the greater use 
of plans and the introduction of 
photographic/ video images as 
a means of supporting decision 
making and reducing the need 
for site visits. 

10. Implement proposals t o  
improve the style and 
conciseness of Committee 
Reports emerging from the 
current review. 

11. Investigate and implement 
measures to  speed up internal 
consultation arrangements 
within the department, 
consultations with other 
departments of the authority 
and external bodies and 
consider the possibility of 
introducing service level 
agreements where appropriate. 

12. Review arrangements for 
the covering of posts and the 
filling of vacancies t o  reduce 
delays and minimise disruption 
caused t o  the development 
control process. 

Timescale 

March 2003 

March 2003 

March 2003 

~ 

June 2003 

Tasks 

Create parameters 
for site visit and 
hearing system. 

Conduct and 
evaluate a pilot 
presentation 
meeting. 

Review current 
style and format of 
committee reports 

Pilot e- 
Com mu n ica tio n 
Init iat ive for NLC 
consu Ita tions. 

Investigate 
'external' 
consultations on 
line. 

Create and agree 
service level 
ag ree m en t s  

Investigate 'fast 
track' system for 
vacancies. 

Introduce pilot new 
ways of working 
scheme. 

Responsibility 

Director of 
Ad m i n i s t ra t io n 

Service 
Management 

Service 
Management 

Service 
Management 

Head of 
Personnel/Planning 
and Environment. 

Service 
Management 

Comments / Progress 
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