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1.0 PURPOSE OF REPORT

1.1
To respond to members request for information about the implications of member inspections of planning application sites on the speed of determining planning applications.

2.0
RECOMMENDATION
2.1
That the report be noted.

3.0
BACKGROUND

3.1
The purpose of a panel site inspection is to help members acquire a greater appreciation of the relevant planning issues and thereby to assist their decision. Decisions on planning applications are not made until the next meeting of the panel and, therefore, a delay is introduced. The delay can be up to one month

3.2 The criteria for deciding whether a site visit is justified is as follows (Code of Conduct for Elected Members and Officers Dealing with Planning Matters, approved by City Council , October, 2000):

· Where a proposal is contentious or particularly complex and the impact is difficult to assess from the submitted plans and supporting information.

· Where the representations of the applicant or objectors cannot be expressed adequately in writing or orally at the panel meeting.

· Where a site meeting is requested by a ward councillor.

4.0 INSPECTIONS BY THE PANEL

4.1
District Audit, in their review into “Probity in Planning” at Salford (reported elsewhere on this agenda), recognised that member site visits are an important part of the decision making process for some applications. 

4.2
As part of their review District Audit examined the two year period to 31st March, 1999 and found there were 133 member site visits. They considered this to be significantly higher than for most northern metropolitan authorities. They go on to say, however, that since the introduction of the new decision making arrangements the number of site visits has reduced to the order of only five or six a month. District Audit commend the Authority for reducing the number of site visits and comment that this should help towards an overall improvement in the average decision time for applications. They consider the guidance on site visits included in the Code of Conduct, set out above at paragraph 3.2, meets good practice. As an improvement measure, they recommend that written reports of site visits should be produced to minimise any risk to probity. This recommendation was implemented in February of this year. 

4.3 Since the implementation of the new decision making arrangements, for the period from January to December 2000, 50 cases were inspected by the panel. A sample of 17 cases has been examined in terms of the time taken for determination. It was found that the average time taken was 99 days compared with an average of 64 days for all planning applications. 

4.4 Although the time taken to determine applications visited by members is longer, it should be borne in mind that the inspection is an important element of providing a high quality development control service. By carrying out a visit members of the panel are better informed about the application site, whilst the applicants and local people value the opportunity to point out important features on the site and surrounding area to members.

4.5 Accordingly, while 50 (3%) out of 1583 (all applications) planning applications were inspected by the panel, and this had an negative effect on performance, the effect was not significant and is balanced by the value of the inspection.

5.0 CONCLUSION

5.1
The primary performance target of the development control service is that for the year 2000/2001 70% of planning applications should be dealt with within 8 weeks. This target will be met. The figure for the calendar year 2000 is 72% and I expect the 2000/2001 overall figure to be better than this. Whilst a visit by members does increase the time taken to deal with planning applications – the numbers involved are not sufficient for this to have a significant impact on development control performance. In addition, when this is set against the value of the visit by members, I consider they are an important component of providing a high quality service. 
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