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1
PURPOSE

1.1
To consider the introduction of a fee for request for various planning advice including pre application discussions, minor amendment requests and permitted development enquiries.

1.2
Relevance to the Council’s ambitions and priorities

· Council Ambitions -
}

· Community Objectives - 
}

· Corporate Priorities -  
}

· Other Considerations - None

2
BACKGROUND / ISSUES

2.1
The Local Government Act 2003 and specifically Section 93 gives local planning authorities discretionary power to charge for services such as pre application advice.  The income raised must not exceed the cost of providing the service.

2.2
It is evident that many authorities in the southern part of England have been operating this system for numerous years and it is now the case that many in the North have introduced fees over the last two years.  In Lancashire alone there are many Councils  that have introduced such charges and some have been doing so for in excess of two years.  I have been advised that it has generated significant income with little adverse effect or perceived effect on service provision.

2.3
The Planning Advisory Service produced a paper in April 2007 entitled “A Material World – Charges for Pre Application Advice”.  Research included interviews with local authorities who are charging and those who have considered the idea but then dismissed it.  The main findings to emerge were:

· Charging improved the delivery of what is an essential but time consuming service and helped ensue better quality of application submission;

· Charging helped filter out speculative and poorly thought out development proposal;

· Charging could, however, discourage development or risk harming the good working relationship with local agents.

· No authority interviewed charged for household development and most exempt development affecting small business premises.  

· Charging accepted in principle on the basis that the developer will receive in return assured and timely access to the service and carefully constructed written advice at the end of the process.  

· Charges need to be easily understood and administered.

2.3
In the Council's Building and Development Control Service Plan are the issues and actions was the need to consider additional fee generating services and charging pre-application advice and other such functions was highlighted.

2.4
I am now of the opinion that it is right and proper to consider charging for pre application advice, Planning Performance Agreement and other services but the charges need to be proportionate to the development scheme.

2.5
I have researched what rural similar authorities charged and compared them with other London Boroughs.  There is a clear difference in the charging mechanisms between the two areas.  It is important to have regard to charging mechanisms applied throughout Lancashire.  

2.6
Examination of some of the charging mechanisms range from specific amounts for the following:

(i)
Minor amendment requests - £85-£100 for non householders; applications £25-£50 for householder applications.  Some authorities charge up to half the original application fee for this advice.

(ii)
Informal advice as to whether development permitted.  This ranges from £25 to £50.

(ii)
Pre application advice charging.  This is the most complicated charging mechanism and varies according to the proposal.  One authority utilises the following charging mechanism which may be a useful guide for members:

Single dwelling and household enquiries – exempt.

Up to 9 dwellings - £500 plus VAT – if any additional meeting £125 + VAT.

10-49 dwellings - £1,000 plus VAT – if any additional meeting  £500 + VAT.  The charging mechanism ??? based on the scale of the development.

Other developments such as change of use and commercial floor space of less than 1000m2 – no charge.

Other developments such as change of use and development of between 1,000m2 to 5,000m2 – £1,000 plus VAT and £125 per additional meeting.

2.7
It is clear that charging for pre application is now recognised by most authorities as well as most developers.  At a recent agents’ meeting the issue was discussed and most accepted it on the basis that a guaranteed service could be delivered.  Currently the Council offer pre application advice at no charge but there is no formal commitment to get back within a timescale as the officers focus on the main duty in relation to determination of planning applications and enforcement matters.  This has led to, in some instances, significant delay in getting back to the developers as well as agents often turning up without appointments on a duty day to discuss significant enquiries.  

2.8
I am aware of the possible concerns that charging for pre application advice may led to a perception that a consent is guaranteed but it is clear that this is has not become an issue in other districts where the charging has been operating for numerous years.

2.9
If charging is introduced it would be necessary to agree the precise nature of the charging as well as an outline of exceptions that may be exempt from such charging.  It may not just be specific types of enquiries but also schemes that meet corporate  objectives of the Council.  It will also be necessary to design forms such as Minor Amendment forms, Pre Application Check List forms and other types of forms to enable the process to work effectively.   In order to deliver within existing resources I consider the existing staffing levels need to be retained and any additional revenues from this service should help this objective.

3
RISK ASSESSMENT

3.1
The approval of this report may have the following implications

· Resources – achieved with existing staff but would need to prioritise work and be managed effectively to ensure time commitments are met.  

· Technical, Environmental and Legal – None.

· Political – None.

· Reputation – It may be seen by some that this is an additional charging mechanism and as such the benefits of its use need to be carefully managed and assurances that appropriate exemptions are given.

4
RECOMMENDED THAT COMMITTEE
4.1
Accept the principle of charging for pre-application advice and and other procedures and authorise the Director of Development Services to proceed with further investigation as to the relevant charges and fees.

DIRECTOR OF DEVELOPMENT SERVICES 

For further information please ask for John Macholc, extension 4502

DECISION





A well managed Council providing efficient services based on identified customer needs.
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