
Item 4:  Planning Resources  

 
Northumberland National Park Authority: 12 December 2012 Item 4: Page 1 of 4 

Item 4.   PLANNING RESOURCES 

 
1.  Purpose of the Report 
 
1.1  This report seeks authorisation to appoint an additional planning officer for an initial 

period of two years. 

2.  Recommendations 

2.1 The Authority is recommended to: 
 

2.1.1 Authorise the appointment of an additional Planning Officer (Band 5) 
on a full time basis for a period of two years; and 
 

2.1.2 Agree to the review of the need for this additional post at December 
2013, and by December complete a service review of planning to 
identify ongoing resource needs and priorities. 

 
3.  Implications 
 
Financial 

3.1 The additional budget requirement, including ‘on costs’ is £66,400 over 3 financial 
years: £5,100 in 2012/13; £32,600 in 2013/14; and £28,700 in 2014/15, is to be 
funded from unallocated reserves. This assumes the successful applicant will begin a 
2 year contract from February 2012.  

Equality 

3.2 There are no equalities implications. 

4. Background  
 
4.1  Planning applications submitted to the Authority have increased substantially since 

the current staffing structure was agreed. With one planning officer we do not have 
the capacity to maintain performance in dealing with our statutory planning work, to 
recover performance in responding to pre-application queries, or to undertake 
monitoring and enforcement activity. 

4.2  In 2012 by the end of October we have had received 105 planning applications. The 
maximum number we have had in any previous year was 83 applications in 2011. In 
addition to this we have received 109 requests for formal pre-application advice. 
Again this is certain to exceed our previous record of 110 in 2012. Members are also 
asked to note that the amount of planning officer time being devoted to responding to 
each pre-application query has increased considerably since we formalised the 
service. 

4.3  As the most recent set of planning performance statistics showed, the increase in 
case loads is beginning to have a significant impact on the Authority’s performance in 
responding to pre-application queries and is putting extreme pressure on our 
planning officer. As the increase shows no sign of abating it is unlikely that we will be 
able to maintain or recover our target performance levels without an injection of 
additional resource. 
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4.4  Appointing an additional planning officer would address this and would also provide 
an opportunity to make sought after improvements in our wider planning work which 
are not currently resourced. 

5. Key Considerations 

5.1  The reasonable workload for a single planning officer is regarded to be 150 cases (all 
types). The application and pre-application query figures quoted above show that our 
Planning Officer is having to manage well in excess of this figure. 

5.2  As well as considering planning applications, the Planning Officer is the Authority’s 
only member of staff qualified to undertake planning compliance and enforcement 
work. At the moment it is a significant struggle to put any time into this area of work, 
although we know there is an increasing backlog of reported compliance issues 
which need investigation, as well as a number of long-standing cases which will need 
to be brought to a conclusion. 

5.3  The Planning team has made very valiant efforts to maintain performance levels at or 
above the targets set in our business plan and it is a credit to them that they have 
managed to keep this up for as long as they have. Whilst the latest quarterly 
performance figures show our response times to planning application remain on or 
above target, they also show that performance on responding to pre-application 
queries has fallen well below target, with 65% being dealt with on time. This is a 
sharp drop from the 75% achieved in the previous quarter and the on or above target 
performance routinely achieved prior to that. Whilst the statistics to date indicate this 
performance drop does not yet extend to our statutory work on determining 
applications, there is good reason to fear that this will not remain the case for long, 
and that performance levels may drop below what members and the Leadership 
Team have indicated is acceptable. 

5.4  In addition to our own expectations, Government have indicated that providing a 
positive and proactive planning service is a priority and from December 2012 
planning authorities will be asked to state (on decision notices) how this is being 
achieved. With current resource levels we will not be able to maintain the work we 
have done on building such a service so far, for example mainstreaming the pilot 
series of planning surgeries that took place earlier in the year and resuming better 
performance in responding to pre-application queries. 

5.5  Development management performance is also coming back under Government 
scrutiny, with potential serious consequences local planning authorities that do not 
meet expectations on the quality and timeliness of decisions. Maintaining a viable 
and effective planning service will provide a good safeguard against falling foul of any 
future measures. 

5.6  In addition to addressing the key considerations listed in paragraphs 5.1 to 5.5, 
appointing an additional officer for a temporary period would introduce much needed 
flexibility into the planning team, enabling the Head of Department and the Planning 
Officers to improve their relationship with and ability to influence other policy and 
decision makers such as Northumberland County Council. 

5.7  It would enable some planning policy work to be undertaken at officer level. At 
present all planning policy work is undertaken by the Head of Department. This has 
the potential to be a major area of work in the medium terms, with the County 
Council’s new Core Strategy under development and with no sign of Government 
planning reforms slowing down. 
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5.8  It would also enable a proper pre-application input to be made to The Sill project, 
With current staffing levels the scope for this is limited. This is clearly not desirable. 

6. Alternative Options Considered 

6.1 Alternative options have been considered and in some cases tested, but there does 
not appear to be a sustainable alternative to employing an additional Planning 
Officer. 

6.2 Diverting resources from elsewhere in the Authority. There is no realistic scope for 
diverting resource from elsewhere within the Authority as our only other qualified 
planners the Head of Planning, Conservation and Communities and the Chief 
Executive. 

6.3 Recruit at a lower Band.  Over a period of some two years the Authority employed a 
planning assistant on a temporary basis. This post was advertised at the graduate-
level and renumerated at Band 4. With the core staff as small as it is, it was not 
possible to dedicate the necessary amount of time to supervising and coaching time 
this officer. Any additional officer needs to be of the calibre and experience of the 
current Band 5 Planning Officer, and to be able to work very autonomously, if we are 
to offer the same level of service to all applicants and avoid a higher risk of mistakes. 

6.4 Use consultants to clear back-logs. More recently, the services of a planning 
consultant were procured to clear a back-log of important compliance monitoring and 
enforcement work. This is not financially sustainable in the long term and in reality we 
are not facing a small back-log of work but an ongoing and growing capacity issue 
with core work. 

6.5 Service level agreements: Newcastle City Council (with whom we have Service Level 
Agreements for the provision of planning legal advice) have indicated that they do not 
have the capacity to provide a Planning Officer through such an arrangement and 
have indicated a shortage of such capacity across local authorities in the North East. 

6.6 In light of the limitations set out above, the only realistic alternative options available 
to the Authority are as follows: 

a) Cease the provision of some or all discretionary services. In other words, stop 
offering pre-application advice and/or routine monitoring and enforcement of 
breaches of planning controls 

b) Abandon or significantly relax the performance targets set out in the business 
plan. 

c) Recruit an additional fully-qualified and experienced Planning Officer on a full 
time basis for a two-year period. 

d) Recruit an additional fully-qualified and experienced Planning Officer on a 
part time basis for a two-year trial period. 

6.7 Neither of options a) or b) align with the Authority’s aspirations. Option d) would of 
course have lower financial implications that option c), but is not favoured as it  would 
would only allow development management performance to be recovered and 
maintained, and would not deliver the additional benefits of enabling more officer time 
to be devoted to planning policy work, relationship building and influencing other 
policy and decision makers. It would also limit the ability of the planning team to 
make a substantial input to The Sill at the pre-application stage. Option c) is therefore 
the preferred option and forms the basis for the recommendation. 
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7. Resourcing the Preferred Option 

7.1 As noted in the financial implications section, the cost of the preferred option is 
£66,400. Without additional core resource we will however become increasingly 
reliant upon outsourcing work in packages to consultants. This would be a very costly 
way of meeting our shortfall. A recent package of 12 days work investigating a back 
log of enforcement complaints cost the authority £3,900. The budget sought for this 
post, if spent instead on consultancy back-up, would buy the Authority only 204 days 
work as opposed to a full two years of core officer time. 

7.2 Members are also reminded that previous high performance levels of officers in the 
development management and planning policy functions resulted in a planning 
delivery grant award of over £800,000 which was absorbed into the Authority’s 
reserves and has not yet been allocated. Unfortunately the planning delivery grant is 
no longer in operation. It is therefore proposed that these costs be met from 
unallocated reserves. 

8. Conclusion  

7.1  Appointing an additional full-time Planning Officer at Band 5 level, for a period of two 
years, provides the best means of maintaining our commitment to high performance 
standards on development management, providing a positive and pro-active planning 
service, and improving our relationships with other key policy and decision makers. 
This course of action is recommended by the Leadership Team. 

9. Implemention and Monitoring 

9.1 If the Authority agree to the recommendation, the Head of Planning, Conservation 
and Communities will work with the HR team to get an officer in post as soon as 
possible. I anticipate this would take 3 to 4 months. 

9.2 Members are asked to note that in the meantime a temporary Planning Officer has 
been appointed on a part-time, short-term basis to meet immediate priorities. If the 
Authority does not agree to the recommendation I will of course need to review how 
long we can retain this officer within the existing budget provision. 

9.3 If the Authority agree to the recommendation and an officer is appointed, the Head of 
Planning, Conservation and Communities will after 1 year review whether workloads 
remain as high as they are at the present time and so whether the level of staff in 
post needs to be retained. Towards the end of the two year period a review will be 
undertaken to identify priorities, whether there is a longer term need for a larger 
planning resource, and how (if there is) this should be accommodated in future 
business and budget planning. 

 
 
Contact Officer: 
For further information contact the Head of Planning, Conservation and Communities 
on 01434 611577 or e-mail tammy.adams@nnpa.org.uk    
 
Background papers  
None 
 
 

  

 


