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1.0 PURPOSE OF REPORT

1.1 The purpose of this report is to advise of a District Audit review, a copy of which is attached, into the effectiveness of the City Council’s systems for minimising risk in deciding planning applications. The main objectives of the audit were to:

· Assess if management arrangements provide a robust and transparent planning decision making process which will help maintain public confidence

· Check that systems for managing planning obligations enable the Authority to achieve optimum benefits for the community within legislative requirements.

1.2 The background is that local authorities have an important task in reassuring the public that they maintain high ethical standards. In the context of planning, decisions can have a significant impact on the public, not only on land values but also on issues such as the physical environment and economic prosperity.

2.0
RECOMMENDATION

2.1
It is recommended that each of the recommendations identified in the attached Action Plan of District Audit are implemented.

3.0 THE AUDIT
3.1
The audit originated in information submitted by over 170 authorities to District Audit and the City Council then volunteered to be subject to a detailed audit. This was initiated in the summer of 2000 when a risk assessment was conducted into three areas to identify areas for more detailed audit. The three areas assessed were:

· Decision making

· Third party relationships

· Planning obligations

3.2 From the risk assessment it was unnecessary to conduct further work on third party relationships (interests, hospitality, lobbying, information disclosure and meetings with applicants). The detailed audit then concentrated on the decision making process and planning obligations.

4.0 FINDINGS
4.1
Considering first the decision making process, District Audit found many examples of good practice resulting in:

· Low level of complaints referred to Ombudsman

· No unfavourable Ombudsman reports

· Early adoption of a unitary development plan

· Low level of overturned recommendations where recommendation was to refuse.

4.2
District Audit found the process should be strengthened by the adoption of a Code of Conduct, reviewing cases overturned on appeal, documenting key stages of the planning process including recording proceedings at site visits and recording of votes in Panel meetings.

4.3 
In relation to planning obligations (s106 agreements etc) District Audit are satisfied that the procedures in place are generally satisfactory. There are, however, a number of improvements that should be introduced. Legal and other costs should be recovered from the developer. Reporting and monitoring arrangements should be improved by reporting progress to members on a regular basis and issuing closing statements on completed schemes.

4.4
The Authority was commended for the comprehensive response to the Nolan report in adopting the “Code of Conduct for Elected Members and Officers dealing with Planning Matters”.

5.0 DISTRICT AUDIT’S RECOMMENDED ACTIONS
5.1
Arising from their findings, District Audit have made 10 recommendations -4 relating to decision making, the balance identifying improvements in the processing of planning obligations. 

5.2 There are  2 high priorities concerning decision making:

· Review all cases where Members decisions have been overturned on appeal and identify lessons to be learnt.

· Record in the minutes where officer recommendations have been overturned.

5.3 2 areas identified of medium priority are the monitoring of attendance of panel and the production of written reports of site visits.

5.4 The recommendations relating to planning obligations would create a more robust system, proposing that Council costs are recovered from the developer, progress is reported to members, closing statements issued and a planning policy framework is created in the UDP.

6.0 CONCLUSIONS

5.1
The work conducted by District Audit is a valuable review of planning processes and, overall, the audit is positive. Areas of good practice have been identified, the City Council was commended for its response to the Nolan report on planning matters and, of particular value, areas for improvement have been proposed in the Action Plan. Accordingly, I consider the recommendations of District Audit should be implemented.
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