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Public Participation in Development Control

1: Summary

1.1 This review focused on the opportunities given to the public for
participation throughout the life of a planning application. Very closely
linked to this is the ability of elected Members to represent their
constituents’ views.

1.2 Responsibility for decisions on planning applications rests with the
Development Control Committee, supported by the Planning Service. The
Committee does not decide every application; 87% are delegated to
officers under a clear protocol. The Government target for delegation is
90%.

1.3 Development control performance nationally is assessed against a small
number of performance indicators largely based on the time taken to
determine applications. On the key indicator, it is pleasing to note that the
City Council is meeting its target. Whilst the target is being met, it is
important to understand that in comparison to other Core Cities,
Birmingham does not perform as well. This is due to the large number of
relatively complex major developments in Birmingham, compared to other
cities.

1.4 A best value service improvement plan was agreed in May 2002, and
subsequently inspected by the Audit Commission. The inspectors made a
number of recommendations aimed at improving user satisfaction. In the
fifteen months since then a number of improvements have been put in
place. A Planning Enquiry Centre, linked to Contact Birmingham, is now
operating, and the Planning Service Website has been improved. Notifying
the public of applications have been revised, and the arrangements for the
public to view planning applications have been improved.

1.5 Public speaking rights and other changes have been introduced at the
Development Control Committee. Further initiatives to help improve the
service are planned. During the course of our review, we identified still
others, which we recommend that the Chief Planning Officer is given the
discretion to consider and act upon as he sees fit.

1.6 The major area where quick action can be taken to improve public
participation in development control is that of supporting Councillors.
Members of the Development Control Committee themselves can only take
their decisions on the basis of full information found in the officer’s report.
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2: Summary of
Recommendations

Recommendation
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on which the Enforcement system
operates, including what does and
does not constitute grounds for
enforcement action, and the
processes which must be gone
through

• Regularly inform all Members of
developments to the Planning
Service website, particularly what
information is held and how to get
to it

• Provide Birmingham’s MPs with
each of these pieces of
information, should they wish to
receive it

R5 That the Cabinet Committee on
Devolution, in consultation with the
Chair of Development Control, be
asked  to consider the issues around
a decentralised development control
system and how one might operate in
Birmingham, so that the City Council
can decide before June 2004 whether
such a system should be introduced.

Leader of the Council May 2004

R6 Progress towards achievement of
these recommendations should be
reported to the Regeneration
Overview and Scrutiny Committee on
a six-monthly basis until completed.
The first report should be made in
April 2004.

Chief Planning Officer April 2004

• Inform all Members of the basis
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Best Value Review and the Commission’s report highlighted actions
needed to improve public understanding of and participation in
decisions on planning applications. Accordingly the Development

public speaking, although that pilot was not expected to finish
within the O&S Committee’s lifetime.

3.2.2 Therefore the Task and Finish O&S Committee approached its task
by considering:

• 

·  
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4: Findings

4.1 The Development Control Committee and the Planning
Service

4.1.1 Within the City Council, responsibility for decisions on planning
applications primarily rests with the Development Control
Committee, on which currently 15 Members sit. The Committee is
supported by the Chief Planning Officer and officers from the
Planning Service and in particular the Planning Control Division. A
system involving a single committee is the norm for the core
cities. However, Bristol, Leeds and Sheffield City Councils all have
an area structure, involving 3, 2 and 3 area panels respectively.

4.1.2 In Birmingham, the Committee does not decide every planning
application. In fact currently 87% are delegated to officers to
decide. Government policy is to encourage this, and the national
target for delegation is 90%. In Birmingham there is a clear
protocol setting out which categories of application may be
delegated. All controversial applications are decided by the
Committee, which typically needs to meet three times every
month, such is the volume of applications in Birmingham.

4.1.3 Development control performance nationally is assessed against a
small number of performance indicators largely based on the time
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4.1.5 The following tables compare our performance on the number of
applications received and the percentage determined within 8
weeks to that of other core cities.

Applications % within eight weeks

Birmingham 5,829 61
Bristol 3,126 74
Leeds 6,725 58
Liverpool 2,978 74
Manchester 2,443 76
Newcastle 2,249 50
Nottingham 1,844 69
Sheffield 3,604 65

Fig. 2: Planning decisions, decided within eight weeks – Year Ending 31 March 2003
Source: Table 7, http://www.planning.odpm.gov.uk
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4.1.6 It is clear that Leeds and Birmingham have a much greater
workload than the other cities. Performance varies quite widely
from city to city and from category to category. There is no
simple relationship, however, between performance and the
existence of a devolved development control system – the
performance of Bristol, Leeds and Sheffield is neither consistently
better nor consistently worse that the others.

4.1.7 The Development Control Business Manager at Sheffield City
Council provided by e-mail this description of the system there:

“Sheffield currently has three Area Planning and Highways Boards,
which have full powers to determine planning applications
referred to them.  Sheffield City Council currently delegates 85%
of all application decisions to senior planning officers, but major
schemes or locally controversial applications are determined by
the Area Boards.

This is a long-established system in Sheffield, designed to enable
local Members to have a significant role in determining
applications in their areas.  In the rare event of an application
raising significant city-wide issues, such as the City Airport or
Heat from Waste Plant (Incinerator), the City Centre and East
Board is identified as having the lead role in city-wide
regeneration.  The Area Board system also facilitates the
Council's Chance to Speak, by its local focus and shorter agendas,
giving more opportunity for additional speakers.

In practical terms, it also works well with the management
structure in Sheffield, whereby Area Team Managers have
significant responsibility delegated to them to determine the
recommendations to the Area Boards, albeit under the guidance
of senior managers, who otherwise have a more strategic
management role.”

4.1.8 Returning to the situation in Birmingham, a best value service
improvement plan for Planning Control was agreed in May 2002.
This was subsequently inspected by the Audit Commission. Overall
the Commission assessed the service as “fair” with “promising”
prospects for improvement. Of particular relevance to our review
was the following recommendation of the Commission:

 “We recommend that the Council should urgently re-examine the
operation of the Development Control Committee, with the aim of
improving the user satisfaction of the Committee.
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Tower, where they can be seen by visiting members of the public.
There is also a duty planner system, so that planning officers are
also available at reception to answer technical questions. More
locally across the city, current applications have until now been
available at Neighbourhood Offices, supplemented by the pilot
scheme at Harborne library. Following the success of that scheme,
more libraries will be used as they have flexible opening hours and
staff with more time to explain plans to local residents. A revised
network of libraries and neighbourhood offices is due to be put in
place later in 2003.

4.3.3 A Planning Enquiry Centre has been set up, consisting of a
dedicated team of officers to deal with 3,500 queries received
each week. It went live on 24 March 2003. The team is equipped
with “scripts” setting out a series of questions and answers to
allow them to deal with the majority of straight forward planning
queries as they come in. The target is to deal with 80% of all
queries in this way, with more complex issues being dealt with
later either by the team or by other planning officers. The Enquiry
Centre uses the same technology as, and is linked to, the City
Council’s Contact Centre. The Enquiry Centre staff have an
accurate, up to date list of telephone contacts within the Planning
Control Division.

4.3.4 The Public Participation letter has been revised. Colour, type size,
layout and language were all looked at. The letter is now
accompanied by a simple guide to the planning application
process.  It also advises on speaking at the Development Control
Committee and summarises the grounds on which objections can
be made on planning applications. On the outside of the envelope,
there is text in eight languages explaining that the letter is
important. The letter itself contains an e-mail address to respond
too, as well as a postal address and a telephone number. The
revised letter was introduced in May 2003.

4.3.5 The Planning Control Website is being improved to make it more
interactive and user friendly. The officer who has recently been
appointed with specific responsibility for this has identified a
programme of specific improvements, many of which have already
been introduced. The programme ranges from being able to access
the statutory register of planning applications and current planning
policy documents to being able to comment on current
applications on line and logging possible breaches of planning
control.  Looking further ahead, work is underway to allow users
to view plans on line from the turn of the year, and it is
anticipated that online submission of planning applications will be
available by January 2004. In addition, the Planning Service is
involved in a national e-government project which will conclude in
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new applications on the same site;

• Insufficient guidance to Members and the public  as to
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would not be costly, and could be implemented quickly.

Recommendation Responsibility Completion Date

R4 That immediate steps be taken to:

• Provide all Members regularly
with the full weekly list of
planning applications, in a
medium of each Member’s
choosing

• Inform Members of the scheme to
delegate decisions on planning
applications to officers, and in
particular to make Members
aware that they can request that
any application be considered
only by the Development Control
Committee

• 
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