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CANNOCK CHASE COUNCIL 

CABINET 

19 APRIL 2012 

REPORT OF THE HEAD OF PLANNING AND REGENERATION 

RESPONSIBLE PORTFOLIO LEADER: ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND PLANNING 

STOKE ON TRENT AND STAFFORDSHIRE LOCAL ENTERPRISE PARTNERSHIP 

GREATER BIRMINGHAM AND SOLIHULL LOCAL ENTERPRISE PARTNERSHIP 

PLANNING CHARTERS 

KEY DECISION - YES 

1. Purpose of Report 

1.1 To invite Cabinet to adopt the principles set out in the two “Planning Charters” being promoted 
by the Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), to enable officers to make appropriate changes to 
processes/procedures within the Planning Service in order to meet the requirements of the 
Charters. 

2. Recommendation(s) 

2.1 That Cabinet adopt both the Stoke-on-Trent and Staffordshire and Greater Birmingham and 
Solihull LEP Planning Charters. 

2.2 That Cabinet agree the principle of introducing charges for pre-application advice to developers 
and their agents as part of an improved service offer on pre-application advice to be the subject 
of consultation with service users. 

2.3 That the detailed proposals for charging for pre-application advice be the subject of a further 
report to Cabinet. 

2.4 That progress on implementation of the Charter requirements be reviewed in 6 months time. 

 

3. Summary (inc. brief overview of relevant background history) 

3.1 Both LEPs have been considering the issue of how to improve the relationship between 
businesses and Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) against a background of evidence from 
some businesses that planning processes are sometimes opaque, unwieldy and inconsistent. 
On the other hand there has also been recognition that examples of good practice exist across 
the LPAs in both LEPs, which could be built on in moving forward with improvements to all 
planning services. 
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3.2 The Staffordshire and Stoke-on-Trent LEP launched a “Planning Charter Mark” at an event on 
February 9th, comprising 5 outcomes which it is seeking commitment from LPAs to adopt. 
These are set out in Annex A.  

3.3 The Greater Birmingham and Solihull LEP Board has approved a more detailed “Planning 
Charter” which includes 11 overall aims, 7 pledges, 7 actions to be achieved by June 2012 and 
an implementation plan going forward into 2013. This was  launched at Planning Visioning 
Event on February 14th. The proposals are reproduced at Annex B. 

3.4 Both sets of proposals were considered by the Economic Development & Planning Policy 
Development Committee at its meeting on 8th December 2011 when the following was agreed – 

              “ That, subject to consideration by Planning Control Committee, Cabinet be          
requested to recommend to Council that the Charter Marks for the greater Birmingham & 
Solihull LEP and the Stoke & Staffordshire LEP be signed up to.” 

3.5 Planning Control Committee at its meeting on the 22nd February 2012 endorsed this 
recommendation. 

3.6 Whilst the Greater Birmingham & Solihull proposals are more detailed than the Stoke-on-Trent 
and Staffordshire ones, the key themes of both Charters cover the following matters - 

• LPAs should be supportive of business and act as enablers of appropriate growth and 
investment rather than just controllers of it. 

• Information on what is needed to make a planning application should be simple, clear, 
consistent and readily accessible. 

• Pre-application advice should be delivered in a consistent and timely way, including the 
involvement of Members, communities and statutory consultees where appropriate, with key 
issues identified at an early stage. 

• Decisions should be made on accurate information and delivered on time. 

• Members of Planning Committees should receive regular training to ensure that they have up 
to date knowledge of the planning system. 

• There should be suitable opportunities for customer feedback including dialogue between 
officers, members and the business community. 

 
3.7 None of these proposals are intended to change the planning policy context for decision 

making on planning applications, which must always be based on an assessment of all material 
considerations and the making of a balanced judgement on the merits of proposals. What is 
required is active and positive engagement with the business community to seek to resolve 
problems with proposals where this is achievable within the context of the relevant planning 
policies. Business applications include employment generating uses and housing development. 

4         Key issues and Implications  

 

4.1 To achieve some of the outcomes being recommended, particularly the specific actions 
identified in the Greater Birmingham & Solihull Charter, co-operation from statutory consultees 
e.g. Environment Agency, Highways Agency, will be required and agreement on a consistent 
approach from all LPAs to information requirements to validate applications. Joint working 
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across the Development Management services of the LPAs in the GBSLEP has already started 
to address these issues. 

4.2 It is worth noting that improving the effectiveness of planning processes is not solely  the 
responsibility of LPAs and statutory consultees. Applicants and their agents need to respond in a 
positive way to advice from officers on the policy issues relevant to proposals and to appropriate 
requests for information in order to enable the processing of applications to commence. 

4.3 Timeliness is one issue raised by business. In this regard the recent performance of the team in 
processing applications against national timescale targets has been very good. The average 
performance over the calendar years 2009/2011 was major applications determined in <13 
weeks 75%, minor applications determined in <8 weeks 88% and other applications determined 
in <8 weeks 91%, placing the District in the top quartile of performance in relation to these 
measures. 

4.4 A customer satisfaction survey of applicants and their agents was carried out by authorities 
participating in a Planning Advisory Service/CIPFA benchmarking exercise in 2011 as part of the 
preparation for the proposed devolution of planning application fee setting to individual LPAs. 
The Government has not yet proceeded with this proposal, but the outcome of the survey was 
that this District achieved over 80% satisfaction rates in relation to questions about overall 
helpfulness and consisitency,  placing it top of 16 Districts in the sub-group of similar authorities 
which we chose to beanchmark with. 

4.5 Nevertheless there are a number of key actions relating to internal procedures required to be 
carried out in order to meet the Charter specifications. These are – 

• Reviewing and amending where appropriate information on planning application 
processes on the website including validation requirements. 

• Producing for consultation with applicants and their agents a pre-application service 
offer focussed on minuted meetings and written advice. ( see paragraph 4.4 below in 
relation to proposals for charging for this service ). 

• Including details of the Charters in the training sessions for Members of Planning 
Control Committee. The next sessions will be in June for the new membership for 
2012/13. 

• A comprehensive review of all internal processes relating to dealing with planning 
applications and planning enforcement. 

• Providing opportunities for customer feedback via questionnaires and forums. 

4.6 The majority of LPAs in the LEPs either already charge for pre-application advice or are 
planning to introduce charges. Giving detailed and reliable advice to inform the submission of a 
planning application is a service that is valued by applicants and their agents. The current 
arrangements in Cannock Chase extend from informal conversations to more formal written 
advice, sometimes involving input from statutory consultees for which no charge is currently 
made. In order to ensure consistency it is considered that advice should always be given in 
writing following a visit to the application site and, where appropriate, a meeting involving input 
from statutory consultees. To deliver this more robust service will require additional staff time to 
be devoted to this part of the Development Management service with consequent savings in 
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time when the formal application is submitted, provided that the advice given is reflected in the 
content of the application. So overall a more effective service can be delivered by this means 
which justifies a charge being made. It is proposed to consult on a charging schedule tailored to 
the resources required, which will normally relate to the scale and complexity of the proposals. If 
Cabinet agree the principle a further report will be produced for consideration of the charging 
rates following consultation. 

5. Conclusions and Reasons for Recommendations 

5.1 The well established UK planning system is, inter alia, in existence to make decisions on 
planning applications in an efficient and effective manner, taking into account all relevant 
economic, social and environmental considerations with the overall aim of facilitating 
sustainable development. Planning officers at Cannock Chase have always aimed to be 
accessible and helpful in the way the planning service is delivered. Nevertheless the LEP 
Charter proposals provide an opportunity to review existing practice and procedure to make 
appropriate improvements to enable the Planning Service to positively facilitate appropriate 
development rather than just control it. Accessible and consistent information and advice needs 
to be provided by officers and in response applicants and their agents need to take heed of 
this. 

5.2 Frontloading the system by devoting more resources to pre-application advice is recognised as 
good practice nationally but needs to be properly funded. 

5.3 Cabinet is invited to endorse the Charters and support the principle of charging for pre-
application advice. 

6. Other Options Considered 

6.1 Not signing up for the Charters would send a negative message to business which would be 
inappropriate in relation to the Council’s priority to support new investment in the District.    

7. Report author  John Heminsley Planning Services Manager x4521. 
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SCHEDULE OF ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

INDEX 

Contribution to Council Priorities Section 1 

Contribution to Promoting Community Engagement Section 2 

Financial Implications Section 3 

Legal Implications Section 4 

Human Resource Implications Section 5 

Section 17 (Crime Prevention) Section 6 

Human Rights Act Implications Section 7 

Data Protection Act Implications  Section 8 

Risk Management Implications  Section 9 

Equality and Diversity Implications Section 10 

List of Background Papers Section 11 

Report History Section 12 

Annexes to the Report i.e. copies of correspondence, plans etc. Annex 1, 2, 3 etc. 
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Section 1 

Contribution to Council Priorities 

Improving the delivery of Development Management services for business will contribute towards 
growing the local economy. 

Section 2 

Contribution to Promoting Community Engagement 

Consultation prior to the introduction of charging for pre-application advice and ongoing opportunities 
for customer feedback will provide opportunities for the business community to engage. 

Section 3 

Financial Implications 

Any costs associated with adopting the principles set out in the two “Planning Charters” being promoted 
by the Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), to enable officers to make appropriate changes to 
processes/procedures within the Planning Service will need to be contained within existing approved 
Planning budgets. 

The amount of Officer time spent on pre-application advice has recently been monitored and was found 
to be in the region of 20% for approximately five Officers. By introducing a charge for  pre-application 
advice the additional income generated will go towards meeting the income targets set for Development 
Control; income from Planning fees has been struggling to meet targets for the last few years mainly 
due to the economic climate. 

Subject to Cabinet approval and consultation, additional specific reports on charging for pre-application 
advice will be submitted; these will contain more detailed financial information as and where 
appropriate. 

 

Section 4 

Legal Implications 

The Local Government Act 2003 gives the Council the discretionary power to make a charge for pre-
application advice. 

Section 5 

Human Resource Implications 

None. 

Section 6 

Section 17 (Crime Prevention) Implications 

None. 
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Section 7 

Human Rights Act Implications 

None. 

Section 8 

Data Protection Act Implications 

None. 

Section 9 

Risk Management Implications 

Not implementing the proposals risks the business community having less confidence in the planning 
service with potential adverse impact on future investment decisions. 

Section 10 

Equality and Diversity Implications 

Written advice will need to be made available in languages other than English. 

Section 11 

List of Background Papers 

None 

Annexes 

Annex A – Stoke on Trent and Staffordshire LEP Planning Charter 

Annex B – Greater Birmingham and Solihull LEP Planning Charter 
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