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1
PURPOSE

1.1
To advise Committee of the results of the survey of planning applicants carried out under the best value regime.

1.2
Relevance to the Council’s ambitions and priorities:
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Council Ambitions – 
}

· Community Objectives – 
}

· Corporate Priorities –
}

· Other Considerations –
}

2
THE SURVEY

2.1
The survey was of all people who received a decision on a planning application between 1 April 2006 and 30 September 2006.

2.2
During this 6 month period a total of 666 decision were issued with 303 questionnaires sent out to applicants/agents as procedures stipulated that persons should only be surveyed once.  It is evident from this figure that many of our applicants are indeed agents who submit many applications to us throughout the year.

2.3
Each applicant received an initial questionnaire and letter in October 2006 followed by a further 2 reminder letters and questionnaires over the survey period which closed in February 2007.

2.4
In total 161 responses were received which represents a 53% response rate.

3
THE RESULTS

3.1
The results of the survey were used to calculate BVPI 111 – satisfaction with the planning service.  Ribble Valley was ranked in the top quartile of all authorities, with an overall satisfaction of 81%.  This is an improvement on the 2003 result of 76% overall satisfaction.

3.2
The key statistical outcomes are as follows:
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3.3
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3.4
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3.5

3.6
One of the questions asked respondents to indicate whether they agreed or disagreed with a number of statements about their experience of the Council’s handling of planning applications in the last year.  This is a question that has also appeared on the last two best value surveys and thus it is useful to measure this year’s answers against previous to assess whether improvements have been made to the way the service is delivered over the past 6 years, as follows:


I was given the advice and help I needed to submit my application:
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The Council kept me informed about the progress of my application:
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The Council dealt promptly with my queries:
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I understand the reasons for the decision made on my application(s):
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I felt I was treated fairly and that my view point was listened to:
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3.7
With regard to the question concerning overall satisfaction with the service provided by the Council in processing their application, it is again useful to draw comparisons with previous surveys as follows:

[image: image11.wmf]Outcome of most recent application

3%

5%

92%

Granted permission

Refused permission

Not answered


3.8
The survey did allow respondents the opportunity to make additional comments.  Whilst there is a high level of satisfaction with the service provided there have been some adverse comments made.  What follows is a selection of the views expressed – it is not an exhaustive list but does offer an insight into what some of the perceived problems/successes of the Section are.

· I would disagree with the decision to refuse to grant permission without an up front bat survey rather than condition it as part of any approval.  Is this contrary to planning legislation?

· When the department is going to issue a refusal they do not tell you first to allow discussions to take place.  This wastes time with resubmission and clogs up the system.

· The department applies policies too strictly.  You cannot make rules for everything.  Individual planners’ views are becoming secondary.

· I find the service from Ribble Valley Borough Council Borough Council planning department is very good.

· I am concerned at the constant change within the Planning Act.  The new complex forms which are to be introduced with the additional reports, surveys etc are stifling the system and will before long make it very complex and expensive to ordinary people to apply for planning permission.

· We feel that not being able to have minor amendments dealt with by the case officer and then having to re-apply makes the planning process unworkable.

· Verbal decisions are quick and within the time frame expected.  Paperwork/confirmation however sometimes takes much longer.

· I feel the timescale in dealing with planning applications never seems to improve.

· Response times and the level of assistance can vary with individual officers.

· The planning and building regulations area of the Ribble Valley Borough Council website is very easy to navigate and includes comprehensive and up to date information.

· It would help if the rules ie projection from a property was standard throughout the country.

· The service appears to be run for convenience of the Council not the publics, applicants, agents. There is a lack of service and commitment by staff.  Targets do not appear to be a thing of importance.

· Please introduce online searchable database of applications with consultations etc scanned in so consultants can check progress without disturbing officers.

· Planning officers have too much power and little or no knowledge of building construction yet dictate materials.

· I feel that planning and building reg department are very good with the way they deal with applications.

· On a whole your Council is very good but your website is very poor.  I find it very time consuming (try looking at Lancaster website which is very good).  Also we would like a bit of feedback if there are any problems with the planning applications.

·  Rather than sending out poorly photocopied handouts full of planning jargonese, many seeming to cover same ground, leading to confusion – please simplify and clarify paperwork.

· Clitheroe has town and remote rural areas and there seems to be a severe lack of understanding with rural needs.

· Very helpful and approachable staff even when one of our neighbours opposed planning permission.  Explained fully to us why.

· I found the personnel in the planning department to be most helpful particularly in comparison to other authorities I have dealt with.

· Interview facilities are very poor – public area only.  Planning officers are unhelpful, offhand and dismissive.

4
ANALYSIS

4.1
It is evident from the answers to statements in paragraph 3.6 that the Council’s performance in its delivery of the planning service and customers satisfaction with that work has improved since the last survey in 2003/2004.  At that time the Development Control Section had been subjected to a number of pressures which had had a adverse effect on the delivery of the service eg severe backlog of applications resulting in officers working overtime; replacement of 2 senior members of staff with knock on effects on workload as there were gaps in reappointment; employment of external staff to assist with the aforementioned; a reduced duty officer system and ongoing work by staff on the implementation of a new computerised system.

4.2
The new computer system has now been fully operational for some time with planning officers able to generate delegated decision notices directly from within that system.  This has taken some administrative tasks away from other sections of the Council and placed the onus on professional staff to fulfil that role.  Whilst this operational change may have at first appeared rather onerous on planners the staff have taken on revised responsibilities with no apparent impact on the speed of decision making.  In fact the section has worked hard to meet and in all instanced exceed the national targets set for determination relates (see statistics report from 8 November meeting) which shows continuous good performance.  It is pleasing that this hard work has been reflected in the satisfaction levels expressed in the best value survey.

4.3
There still remains a concern from respondents about the lack of ongoing dialogue throughout the process.  The results show that we have improved in this area since the last survey but there still needs to be a balance made between seeking minor amendments which would guarantee an approval or letting the scheme run as submitted.  The latter option enables us to negotiate from strength and introduces certainty into the process.  Whether officers should telephone agents/applicants prior to drafting a refusal is debatable.  On the one hand it does keep them informed of your intentions but it can lead to protracted discussions which ultimately do little to resolve the reason for refusal of their scheme and have knock-on effects in respect of time that could be spent on other work.  The section is committed to meeting the targets set for both the determination of planning applications and deadlines imposed by the Planning Inspectorate for appeals correspondence and these varying demands need to be very carefully balanced.

4.4
Comment has been made with regard to the strict interpretation of policy and that an individual planner’s opinion has become secondary.  As Committee are aware there are planning policies laid out at national, strategic and local level which need to be borne in mind in the determination of planning applications.  This is how we ensure consistency of approach in decision-making.  It is possible that individual officers may have different viewpoints on the finer design details of a scheme but the principle of development always is and always has been assessed against established planning policies which are widely publicised and open to public scrutiny.

4.5
Some of the matters raised are procedural issues eg need for a bat survey to validate an application and how the Council deal with working amendments.  These are matters dealt with in the Development Control Protocol.

4.6
Comments have been made on the Council’s website and the information contained relating to planning applications.  It should be noted that we constantly review the information and are examining ways of inputting additional information, such as consultation responses but need to ensure this does not involve too much staff time.

5.
RISK ASSESSMENT

5.1
Although no recommendation is made because the report is for information some of the implicit suggestions may have these effects:

· Resources – The results of the survey again indicate that customers would prefer more dialogue with planning officers throughout a scheme’s progression.  This would have an impact on planning officers’ time, as it would be time consuming.  There needs to be a greater balance between returning calls and meeting agenda and Audit Commission and statutory deadlines.

· Technical, Environmental and Legal – Comments have been made about the website and these need further investigation to ensure that we are providing as user friendly and comprehensive service as we possibly can.

· Political – None.

· Reputation – The comments offered should be given due regard and attempts made to address the weaknesses which still exist in the system as failure to do so will affect external customer satisfaction levels with the service we provide.  We must however be careful not to cause problems in one aspect of the service whilst addressing a problem in another.

DIRECTOR OF DEVELOPMENT SERVICES

BACKGROUND PAPERS

1
Report to Planning and Development Committee on 14 August 2001 – Planning Application Satisfaction Survey 2000/2001.

2
Report to Planning and Development Committee on 31 May 2004 – Planning Application Satisfaction Survey 2003/2004.

For further information please ask for Sarah Westwood, extension 4516.
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A successful and efficient planning service contributes to the achievement of all the Council’s ambitions.  In this particular context the most important link is to the Council’s priority to deliver high quality, efficient, cost effective customer focussed services.
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