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Introduction
1. Cratus was instructed in May 2020 by South Kesteven District Council to undertake a 

comprehensive review of the Council’s Planning & Development Service.  A core objective was 
to evaluate the effectiveness of the service through a series of interviews with officers, elected 
members, and key external stakeholders.

2. This report is structured to provide comment and recommendations to the Council in relation four 
key areas:

 � Operation of the Planning Committee including its efficiency and procedure rules in relation to 
democratic participation and representation

 � Interaction between elected members and case officers throughout the lifecycle of an 
application being determined (pre-application, submission, and implementation)

 � Alignment of decisions with the Council’s Local Plan and associated planning policies and wider 
corporate objectives

 � Organisational structure and effectiveness of the Planning and Development Service

Introduction to South Kesteven
3. South Kesteven District Council is a rural district and in the county of Lincolnshire.  Its main 

settlements are Grantham, Stamford, Bourne and The Deepings alongside several other villages and 
hamlets which are more remote and have experienced lower levels of growth.  Upper tier services 
in the county are provided by Lincolnshire County Council and there are many Parish Councils 
covering the district.  For the purposes of this review, whilst those bodies are interested parties 
in the planning and development process, South Kesteven District Council is the Local Planning 
Authority and takes precedence.

4. In January 2020, the South Kesteven Local Plan was adopted.  Contained within it is a strong 
growth agenda and a requirement to build 650 new homes per year, and 16,125 by 2036 to 
accommodate population growth from 140,000 to 166,000 residents.

5. Much of this growth is planned around Stamford and Grantham, however there is a requirement 
for growth within villages too, to meet local housing need and ensure their vitality and 
sustainability.  South Kesteven is in an enviable position in having an adopted plan and clear 
rationale and trajectory for growth.  However, having a plan in and of itself does not deliver 
growth.  There is now a wider ranging responsibility on elected members, and the wider Council, to 
align planning decisions around the polices in the Local Plan and to ensure a greater appreciation of 
the critical role planning plays in building economic growth and prosperity for local communities.
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Section 1: Operation of the Planning Committee 
including its efficiency procedure rules in relation to 
democratic participation and representation

Committee - Structure and Agenda
Observations

6. Membership of the Committee has reduced over recent years to its present size of 13 members.  
The reduction has been welcomed by several members and is now felt to be more manageable 
because of these changes.  Several members felt that the planning committee and service had been 
less effective in the past two to three years.

7. The volume of applications referred to Committee for decision is high and this affects its efficiency 
with minor applications being considered by elected members which in most other authorities 
would be delegated to officers.  Some of the reasons for this stems from a lack of trust that 
members have in the service, borne from several issues which are explored throughout this report.

8. However, to summarise briefly, these include, a significant turnover of staff within the department 
and the lack of a clearly defined system of delegation.  These feed through to demands that all 
applications above 10 units must be referred to Committee and a sense that the churn of officers 
has led to a reduction of knowledge regarding the District.

9. The development of the Local Plan raises fresh challenges for an established planning committee.  
The nature and complexity of applications will change and for some this can bring a greater tension 
to the deliberations of the Committee.

10. There was a view expressed that the role of the Local Planning Authority should be considered 
as an effectively separate entity from the Council.  This view raises a major philosophical point as 
to the how the members of the Planning Committee view themselves and their relation to the 
corporate ambitions of the Council.

11. The Local Plan is a corporate and collectively determined policy by the whole Council and the 
Council has a right to expect that its policies will be adhered to in framing the decisions of the 
Committee.

12. A new growth agenda requires a planning committee often to adjust its focus to meet the 
challenges of larger applications which may first require permission in outline and subsequently may 
require many more conditions to be applied once a resolution to grant consent has been taken.

13. There is evidence that members are deeply unhappy with applications which have several 
conditions attached to them, viewing this as a failure on the part of officers to properly negotiate 
the detail of the application they are considering.

Our Thoughts

14. To meet these evolving changes and the different preferences of elected members, some local 
authorities have moved to sub-divide their planning committee functions.  Typically, this has 
resulted in a Strategic Planning Committee designed to focus on genuinely major applications, 
supported by bespoke training to generate greater confidence in addressing the complexity of 
major applications.  Alongside this, local area committees to consider smaller applications have 
been established to enable those members for who planning is critical to the oversight of local 
interests, to continue in this role.
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15. As the challenge of more complex applications evolves, the Council should consider whether its 
governance structures can better meet the requirements of decision making across the totality of 
planning by the creation of separate specialised committees.

Recommendation

1. Considering the challenges of the new growth agenda, consider whether the present 
Committee arrangements are fit for purpose or whether there may be benefit in considering 
whether to work towards a new member structure for the consideration of different types of 
planning application.

Operation of Committee

16. Members feel that the operation of the Planning Committee and its meetings is sound.  However, 
many found meetings too long and repetitive.  There is a need to better expedite the determination 
of applications without losing purposeful debate and discussion.

17. The Committee would benefit from a refocusing on the expediency of determination whilst not 
losing purposeful debate and discussion.  This is a balance, but some members reflected that on 
occasion this was skewed towards lengthier or repetitive debate, often on matters that were not a 
material consideration in the determination of a planning application.

18. As a direct consequence of the pandemic, new time limits for speakers (those in favour and those 
opposed), questions to officers and debate have been introduced.  These measures have been 
welcomed but others feel rushed with the time limits on questions and the debate.  Some members 
have raised the prospect of returning to unrestricted contributions in future.

19. Members do not always have regard to advice from officials and this tends to rely on the service 
head and case officers being robust enough at committee.

Our Thoughts

20. Cratus observed three planning committee meetings and noted that in any case, regardless of new 
time limits, they were rarely strictly adhered to in any case.  It is important that applications and 
members of the public are given equal time to make their respective contribution and this requires 
managing.  There are many ways this can be achieved but two core principles need to be adopted: 
first that there is clarity in the rules and second that the rules are adhered too.

21. For example, in the Royal Borough of Greenwich, when an application is heard, the following 
procedure is followed:

 � The Head of Planning or Case Officer briefly (max 10 minutes) introduces the application

 � Contribution from a member of the public against the application (2mins)

 � If more than one individual members of the public is registered their allotted time is at the 
discretion of the Chair.

 � Contribution from organised Community Group (4min)

 � One contribution from a ward member (if present) (5mins)

 � One contribution from the applicant or their agent in favour of the application (10min)
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22. This order is followed in sequence and without debate and speakers are only able to contribute if 
they have put a request to Democratic Services two days in advance of Committee.  These limits are 
rigorously applied, and the Chair of Committee will bring the contribution to a close once the time 
limit has been reached, without exception.

23. The remaining debate is then limited to Members of the Committee only and whilst there is no 
time limit, questions and contributions are more restrained than observed in South Kesteven.  In 
Greenwich, members are expected to provide their opinion on the application, provide brief 
material reasons for it and are reminded by the Chair if they are repeating a point that has already 
been introduced into the debate.

24. This example is only shared to demonstrate different practices between local authorities.  It is 
for each authority to consider best practice, but the evidence suggests that this is an area where 
the Council can learn from others.  It is not to say these are right for South Kesteven as it is for 
the Council to determine itself what most suits its needs.  However, it does demonstrate this is a 
pressing issue that must be resolved by the Council, to help improve the operation and procedures 
of Committee, and its associated decisions.

25.  More support to the chair and committee from senior staff, including legal advice, is strongly 
recommended.  Such advice is independent from the case officer presentations and helps ensure 
legal and planning risks are adequately taken into account where appropriate

Recommendations

2. Clarify the protocols for representations to the Planning Committee, ensuring consistency and 
equity in those for and against an application.  Adhere strictly to the time limits.

3. Ensure the new protocols are published and readily understood by all participants at each 
planning committee and that prospective speakers are reminded of them before the meeting.

4. Specific training for Chair and Vice-Chair on running procedures and Chairing of meetings.

5. Senior staff advice including legal advice, should routinely be available to committee members 
at the committee

Refusing an Application

Observations

26. The Council allows for the refusal of planning permission at Committee without requirement for 
reasons to be stated at the meeting.  There is a period following Committee of five working days 
during which elected members are required to submit their reasons for refusal to the case officer in 
advance of the decision notice being issued.  This is wholly unacceptable and significantly increases 
the risk of decisions being challenged.  Where members vote to refuse an application, they must 
vote on the reasons for refusal.  The present practice lacks transparency, is unfair to applicants and 
is extremely damaging to the reputation of the District Council.

Our Thoughts

27. The existing practice is indefensible.  Whilst recognising that the technical drafting of reasons for 
refusal is a matter for case officers, committee members should be providing sufficient and sound 
rationale at the point of determination, to allow officers to issue the decision notice.  Members 



6

should acknowledge that it may be appropriate for them to defend a decision of the council at 
appeal it is therefore important that the grounds for refusal are properly set out at committee

28. This will help further demonstrate transparency, trust, and confidence in the planning service at 
the Council and will be critical in mitigating risks of legal challenge as the complexity of application 
increases to meet future growth ambitions.

29. Elected members and officers operate with integrity at South Kesteven and this change will further 
reinforce those values and will ensure that members of the public and the development community 
are given reasons for refusal at the point a decision is made.

Recommendation

6. The Council changes its procedures to ensure applications are only refused at Committee 
where members have voted to do so based on clear and cogent planning grounds.  Where a 
decision has been taken against officer advice or which is wholly contrary to the Local Plan, 
it may be that it is considered more appropriate for members, rather than council officers to 
defend any such decision at appeal

Scheme of Delegation
Observations

30. The review found no member who was able to articulate when, or why, an application would 
be considered for delegation to officers.  Examples of major applications being consented under 
delegated authority in the past were mentioned and this has bred suspicion among members, 
resulting directly to the procedural change that all schemes of 10 units or more are presented to 
Committee for decision.

31. The scheme of delegation in South Kesteven is not consistently applied and this leads to an 
uncertainty about how to administer certain applications and results in a greater number being 
heard at Committee.

32. Whilst members broadly expressed a view that this enables a greater oversight of the decisions 
being made by the Council, there is a recognition that this has led to too many applications 
been presented to the Planning Committee.  In the absence of a clearly understood Scheme of 
Delegation, this is unlikely to change.  The result is an extremely inefficient and cumbersome 
process that runs the risk of preventing effective consideration of genuinely major applications, 
with the likelihood of greater delay to, or refusal of, the very applications which are designed to 
meet the wider ambitions of promoting growth and investment in the District.

Our Thoughts

33. Without exception, it was clear that members would very much welcome a transparent scheme of 
delegation and that this would assist in the rebuilding trust in the Department.

34. An opportunity exists to improve and clarify the scheme of delegation.  As arrangements are made 
for the recruitment of a permanent Head of Service to do this collaboratively between members 
and officers helping to build trust and confidence.
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Recommendation

7. Agree a revised Scheme of Delegation collaboratively with elected members for adoption by 
the Council and ensure any deviation can only be agreed on an exceptional basis by the Chief 
Executive, in consultation with the Leader of the Council.  No one involved directly in the 
planning function, either member or officer, should have the ability to vary the scheme.

Call-In Procedure

Observations

35. Any elected member can request a Call-In of any planning application received by the Council.  This 
is an established precedent in South Kesteven but one that does not necessarily sit comfortably 
with demonstrating probity; a value all members recognised as being vitally important to 
maintaining confidence and trust within the planning system.

36. The Call-In process is not consistent with established practice in other Local Planning Authorities.  
The present system leaves members open to challenge.  Councillors are elected to represent a 
specific geographical area.  A Call-In of an application within that area can be readily understood 
as being in accordance with their responsibilities in representing that locality.  Where a Call-In 
of an application occurs outside the area a member is elected to represent, a member is open 
to challenge that another interest exists, outside of their role as an elected ward representative.  
Whilst there is no suggestion of impropriety, elected members need better protection from a revised 
Call-In procedure.

37. Members of the Planning Committee can both call in an application and then participate in 
determining it.  This is not good practice.

Our Thoughts

38. Given the quasi-judicial nature of the role Committee Members hold, it is not considered 
appropriate to continue with the current practice as it leaves both individual members and the 
District Council open to challenge and accusations of pre-determination.  It would not be unrealistic 
for an applicant or member of the public to presume that a member effecting a call-in had gone 
some way to pre-determining the application.

39. New processes need to be put in place which permit only ward councillors to call in applications on 
clear planning grounds.  Where members sit on planning, a member effecting a Call-In may make 
representations to the Committee but should not participate in its determination.

Recommendation

8. Agree a revised Call-In protocol which permits members to call-in applications within their 
wards, on submission of a request containing a sound planning reason.  This should be 
adjudicated by a senior manager, ideally the Service Director.  The protocol should also ensure 
that the initiator of the Call-In does not participate in the determination of the application.
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Site Visits
Observations

40. Members of the Planning Committee significantly value site visits.  Most feel that they are vital to 
the decision-making process and some members hold a view that those who do not participate in 
these visits should not be able to participate in the determination of the application.  This would 
not be considered appropriate and we do not agree with this view.  At best, this is a rather tenuous 
link to make and on the contrary other officers and members reflected that, on occasion, those 
members who do not attend a site visit can sometimes appear at Committee and still make more 
policy based and informed decisions.  Whilst site visits can play an important role in helping to 
visualise larger planning applications, it not an essential component for all applications, given the 
amount of information and images included in committee reports.  Indeed, members have been 
extremely complimentary about the additional images and information contained in reports which 
have been inserted for the virtual meetings.

Our Thoughts

41. There are considerable resources that go into these visits: officer and members time and travel 
expenses.  These visits do not provide best value to the Council and offer limited contextual added 
value to the determination process.  There does not appear to be set criteria and guidance for 
site visits which does not appear to be a comfortable position for the Council to put itself in.  It is 
not agreed that members unable to attend site visits should be prevented form taking part in the 
determination of that application

Recommendations

9. The creation of a criteria for when an application justifies a site visit will help provide greater 
clarity and confidence in the planning system.

10. Further, a Code of Conduct for members when attending site visits will help protect the 
council and members from any vexatious or otherwise pre-determination and other legal 
challenges.

Training
Observations

42. There was a strong feeling amongst elected members generally, that there was adequate training 
and that it was of a good quality.  Elected members like that training is linked to applications that 
were coming to Committee.  Members generally feel that they receive enough training to build a 
knowledge base that allows them to take informed decisions.  This is positive, however evidence is 
varied that this training is consistently applied and prevalent when decision making at Committee.

43. Consequently, members would like to see, and would welcome, further training and would expect 
high levels of take up.  Specifically, members would welcome to opportunity to have greater 
involvement and understanding of the Local Plan process; its adoption, future reviews, and their 
ability to influence to a greater extent its outcomes.  Although there is a good level of awareness 
of the significance of the Local Plan (there is not always a joint ownership of the) policies therein.  
However, there is an appetite for further meetings and training on it.  This would assist in building 
stronger relationships with officers.
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44. This would be valuable as a consistent theme from both officers and the wider development 
community was that there is inconsistent application of plan policies in decision making, leading 
members to take seemingly ‘random’ decisions at Committee, especially when overturning officer 
recommendations.  We have seen evidence that on occasion members appear to disregard the 
application of planning polices and the weight that should be attached when balancing the merits 
of an application and its subsequent determination.  There is also evidence of members having 
regard to matters beyond the remit of the Committee.

45. It is clear that not all members feel comfortable with the growth agenda, albeit there is a reluctant 
acceptance that growth is required.  From observation, this reluctance to embrace the growth 
agenda is impacting upon operation and decisions of the Planning Committee and of itself, this 
matter is not likely to be resolved by a programme of training.

46. One further consideration is the application of conditions when consenting applications.  There is 
a general resistance amongst members for applications to be approved with conditions or those 
seeking outline permission.  This is unusual as they are not uncommon practices and alludes to a 
desire for unreasonable control of, and undermines confidence in, the planning system.  As noted, 
the Council has significant growth ambitions which by its very nature will invite larger applications.  
These are likely to carry multiple conditions and may consist of outline applications prior to full 
determination.

Our Thoughts

47. Members need to become more comfortable with the process of outline applications and the 
application of conditions.  Not doing so will undermine the credibility of the Local Plan and will 
not help attract and secure the desired investment into the District the Council wishes to see.  This 
needs to part of a broader training programme which will also help embed the operational changes 
we recommend later in the report

Recommendations

11. Develop a tailored and targeted member training programme which addresses specific 
concerns and in particular addresses issues raised around application of planning policy in 
decision making, the framework and appropriate use of conditions, and the key stages in 
determination of a larger planning application.

12. A series of workshops in relation to Local Plan “ownership” and future revisions.  This is likely 
to be an ongoing piece of engagement with elected members.

13. More training for officers on best practices when presenting to the planning committee

Reputation
Observations

48. The planning process is inherently political often with profound consequences for all those engaged 
with it.  This is not unique to South Kesteven and given the stakes involved on decisions (with 
applicants, developers, landowners, local communities) the system is well scrutinised.

49. Consequently, the value placed on the integrity of the planning process, the consistency of decision 
making alongside behaviours and culture of members and officers cannot be understated.  Further, 
as planning is one of the core functions of the authority, it will be one of the few channels used by 
residents to democratically engage with it.
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50. Discussions with elected members, the development community and agents indicate there is further 
progress that can be made to ensure consistency in policy-based decision making that is aligned 
with the corporate and planning strategies of the Council.

51. Local government in South Kesteven is organised over three tiers: parish councils, the district 
council and county council.  It is perfectly appropriate and usual for individuals to seek office and 
serve on one or more of these bodies.  These individuals are often categorised as single, twin, or 
triple hatters.

52. For the purposes of planning and development, South Kesteven District Council is the Local 
Planning Authority for the district and holds all associated statutory functions and decision-
making powers.  Members of the Planning Committee at South Kesteven therefore have specific 
obligations to consider applications only against planning policy and guidance set by the Local 
Planning Authority.  Other interests must be disregarded, and any conflicts appropriately declared 
to ensure integrity and confidence in the system and ensure their decision making is not (and is not 
seen to be) unduly influenced.  Whilst this is recognised by committee members and officers there 
is an opportunity for further strengthening guidance in this area.

53. The volumes of applications heard referred to Committee for a decision is high and this affects its 
efficiency and results in minor applications being considered by elected members which in most 
other authorities would be delegated to officers.

Our Thoughts

54. As noted earlier in the report, there are opportunities to resolve this through greater adherence 
to a revised scheme of delegation and Call-In procedure.  However, we observed in addition, 
some reluctance to embrace the growth agenda among some members and revised processes 
and additional training will not resolve this aspect.  For this reason, we think the Council should 
consider whether the creation of a Strategic Planning Committee to consider fewer, significant 
applications alongside a more area focused Committees for regular applications would make more 
operational sense.

Recommendations

14. The Council should revise the expectations of elected members who serve on the Planning 
Committee to ensure the highest standards of transparency and openness in relation to other 
tiers of Government in the District.
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Section 2: Interaction between members and case 
officers throughout lifecycle of an application 
being determined (pre-application, submission, and 
implementation)

Observations

55. The lifecycle of a major application starts ahead of pre-application discussions.  The initial point of 
contact may be between aspiring applicants and the Leader of the Council or Chief Executive, in 
their wider roles of articulating the priorities of the administration to the wider community.

56. It will fall to the leadership, or a relevant director, to provide this public focus and to attract the 
inward investment and planning applications which can deliver on the aspiration’s members have 
set for the District.

57. South Kesteven is in competition for the attention of investors and developers and where 
successful, this will bring millions of pounds of inwards investment to the District.  It follows from 
this, that those seeking to invest will rely on the credibility of the Council and its leadership.  It 
will also rely on the credibility of the Council’s internal processes, including planning, to deliver.  
Without this, investors will lose confidence in the District and look elsewhere.

58. Getting this process right will enable the planning system to recognise the wider corporate 
ambitions of the Council and link decisions to policies contained within the Local Plan.

59. For the Council to deliver on its growth ambitions for more housing and economic activity, planning 
must play a role in facilitating the delivery of these ambitions.

Process - Pre-application
Observations

60. There is a lack of clarity and coherence in the Council’s pre-application processes.  This extends 
to early strategic engagement by senior members of the administration which might take place 
even in advance of a formal planning pre-application with the Council’s Planning Service.  This 
is confusing for applicants and communities and will hinder delivery of the Council’s growth 
ambitions.

61. There is a difference between a strategic discussion with the leadership (member and officer) of 
the authority around potential growth opportunities in line with attracting inward investment and 
the likely parameters for growth against a formal planning pre-application discussion to cover in 
detail more technical matters.  This would usually take place with case officers and on occasion in 
consultation with the Chair of the Planning Committee.

62. At present, the Design Pad is chaired by the Head of Planning, which is an appropriate level but 
otherwise contains too many staff and too many at a junior level.  There is also representation 
from external bodies.  The conversations at this stage seem to involve too much minutiae which 
cut across the responsibility of the case officer and creates the impression that the Chair and 
other members are negotiating the detail of the scheme.  This runs the risk of accusations of pre-
determination.  Our discussions with elected members and officers make it clear there is an element 
of blurring between the respective roles and responsibilities
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Our Thoughts

63. Members would benefit from greater clarify and guidance.  This would help secure the integrity of 
the planning system and enable discussion between applicants and the authority to proceed.  It is 
rare for committee or ward members to be engaged at formal pre-application stage on technical 
matters should clearly be a role for professional officers The appropriate point for members to be 
involved in this process is by setting appropriate design standards in the Local Plan, which officers 
then use to aide discussion with applicants.

64. Where earlier member engagement may be appropriate is in relation to strategic applications and 
this should be a well recorded and documented process undertaken in partnership with officers.

Recommendation

15. Create a clearly defined pre-application process which distinguishes between strategic and 
minor applications, and between corporate discussions in relation to growth and investment 
versus technical input from the planning service.

Process - Submission
Observations

65. In the reviewing process some significant steps have been taken to embrace new technology and 
indeed the paperless office ethos was recognised strongly both within the organisation and by 
external users of the system.  However, there are still areas where performance and could improve 
and one of those is in the validation process where the existing process still involves handovers 
between staff which is unnecessary.  The passing of an application to a planning case officer and 
then back to the office is inefficient and relies on people being at work that day.  This should be 
formalised as a back of house function.  Any additional views the case officer has can always be 
addressed later and this would mean that applications are validated quicker.  The case officer would 
need resources to do this and this is not work that the virtual worker can help with.

66. There is a need for a clear process of ongoing engagement of interested parties with clarity of roles 
and responsibilities.

Our Thoughts

67. Upon submission of the application, discussions between officers and the applicant will continue.  
At a certain point, officers should brief the Leader and Cabinet Member as appropriate, and the 
Chief Executive.  This should be led by the Director, with relevant supporting staff, including the 
Head of Planning.

68. The Planning Committee as a whole would benefit from appropriately timed briefings on major 
applications before they are presented to Members for decision.  This will enable the Committee 
to be aware of the schedule of important issues ahead of them.  Members should not pre-judge 
such applications in any way but such briefings would ensure all Committee members are better 
informed of major impending decisions than presently seems to be the case,

69. An effective Scheme of Delegation and revised Call In procedure, highlighted elsewhere in this 
report, will assist in freeing up time on committee agendas and create the space for a better system 
of briefings on genuinely major applications.
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Recommendation

16. The Council should replace the existing ‘Design Pad’ with full briefings for all members of the 
Committee on major applications.

Process - Implementation
Observations

70. It is clear that post-decision processes are weak.  There is no coherent monitoring of S106 
funds and no enforcement cases have been reported to committee for over a year.  In addition 
performance data relating to the planning service is not subject to sufficient scrutiny

Our Thoughts

71. Following a resolution to consent the application at Committee, the Council needs to do much 
more to provide a specific oversight of the implementation of planning conditions and the delivery 
of Section 106 contributions.  Enforcement is important and poor enforcement undermines the 
point of conditions being imposed and is both practically and reputationally damaging

72. The department should hold a register, scheme by scheme, with scheduled dates for payment 
of s.106 monies and to also chase progress on consented schemes.  It is not unknown for some 
successful applicants to ‘land bank’ applications and defer delivery.  The Council should be alert 
to this and should be pro-active in chasing successful applicants to progress their schemes and 
discharge the conditions applied to their consents.  Enforcement should be both reactive and 
proactive

73. To this end, arrangements should be put in place with individuals given clear responsibility to 
monitor and chase these matters.  Effective oversight and management of these matters will build 
confidence in the planning system and among members.

74. Good practice would suggest that the Planning Committee should receive regular reports on these 
matters, alongside the regular reporting of enforcement complaints and activity, which is also 
perceived to be very weak.

Recommendations

17. Quarterly reporting of Section 106 income and expenditure, and enforcement matters should 
be scrutinised by the monitoring officer and reported to committee

18. The Enforcement policy should be reviewed and appropriately resourced
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Relationships
Observations

75. As mentioned above, there is a distrust by members of the planning department and there is a view 
from elected members that they understand the District better than officers.

76. There has been a relatively high turnover of staff within the planning and development service and 
this has prevented more established relationships forming between elected members, applicants, 
and officers.  Whilst this is not necessarily a cause for concern, it is clear that the Council would 
benefit from more permanence within the officer core to help build trust and confidence in the 
planning and development service.

77. Trust is also undermined by the total lack of understanding by members of any scheme of 
delegation, or the rationale used to take delegated decisions.  As mentioned elsewhere, it is this 
lack of a transparent scheme of delegation which has led members to insist that all applications 
of 10 units or more are presented for decision to Committee.  This may also be feeding a higher 
level of call-in applications and the insistence of site visits to view every application coming to 
Committee.

78. That said, relationships between members and officers remains constructive but there is further 
work to be undertaken to ensure that the professional opinion of officers and the process of 
forming decision recommendations is understood and respected.

79. The Council is in a relatively strong position having an adopted Local Plan and other associated 
policies and more can be done to use these documents to inform planning decisions.  And this links 
to the recommendations above regarding the operation of the planning committee.

Our Thoughts

80. The recent appointment of the Chief Executive presents a moment in time to establish reaffirm a 
positive culture of working relationships between members and officers within the planning service.  
This would be based on clearly defined interactions and clarity in roles and responsibilities.  This 
would ensure a mutual respect and understanding of roles and enable greater trust and confidence 
to be established.  The key objective in good authorities is a high level of trust between members 
and officials.

Recommendations

19. Use the opportunity of a revised planning and development structure to revisit member 
and officer relationships through the lifecycle of an application to ensure value added and 
appropriate interaction.  This could be achieved through internal and external training and 
support - and must be undertaken collaboratively.

20. Outlines the clear roles and responsibilities of elected members and officers in the 
determination of planning applications
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Section 3: Alignment of decisions with the Council’s 
Local Plan and associated planning policies and wider 
corporate objectives

81. This report does, in its other sections, identify how the Council can better align its decision-making 
at the Planning Committee with the policies of the Local Plan.

82. These include:

 � A change to the process whereby applications can be refused at Committee, without the 
articulation of any planning reasons.

 � A clear Scheme of Delegation which should reduce the volume of applications heading to 
Committee.

 � A requirement that all call-in applications be only accepted with upon submission of a clearly 
stated planning reason.

 � An effective system of training, which is regularly repeated and refreshed, to enhance 
understanding of the Local Plan.

 � Revised protocols which clearly identify the respective roles and responsibilities of Members and 
Officers.

 � The implementation of measures designed to strengthen the permanence of the officer team, to 
build up local knowledge and with it, the growing trust of members.

83. If the above can be achieved the Council would stand in a stronger position to demonstrate that 
it is committed to the growth that is promoted in the Local Plan.  Clear alignment between the 
Executive, the members of the Planning Committee and officers on the core objectives in delivering 
the Local Plan vision would significantly strengthen the Council’s reputation as a place to do 
business.
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Section 4: Organisational structure and effectiveness 
of the Planning and Development Service

Structure
Observations

84. There is a lack of leadership and management within the Department.  We found no evidence that 
Directorate Management Team meetings were being held between the Director and the Heads of 
Service, at least one of whom reported a feeling of being unsupported in their role.

85. Performance management arrangements between officers, the Head of Service and Directors is 
lacking and lines of communication are inconsistent.

86. The Planning and Development Service consists of three core teams: Development Management, 
Policy and Special Projects.  Development Management administers and considers most planning 
applications received by the Council and more strategic and major applications are reserved to the 
Special Projects team and often includes the use of specialist planning consultants.

87. There is a range of opinion on the effectiveness of the structure amongst the members, officers 
and stakeholders engaged in this review.  This is not unusual but does introduce a degree of 
uncertainty within the service which often leads to difficulties in recruiting and retaining staff, 
career progression and consistency in advice, approach and decision making.

88. Similarly, there is desire amongst some for the Council to reduce its reliance on external consultants 
and build in-house expertise and skills so that corporate memory and knowledge is gained, trusted, 
and high performing relationships developed.  Again, this is about balance and may not always 
be possible given the size and frequency of certain applications requiring specialist skills, but there 
is a general feeling amongst those who participated in this review that the Council would benefit 
from further thought in this regard.  It was apparent that the special projects team was set up as a 
reaction to underperformance in the delivery of major schemes; whilst it is true that major schemes 
require bespoke supervision, it is not inherent in planning services that this means a separate team 
and the use of consultants.  A good planning service run with a co-ordinating strong manager 
should be able to deliver a first-rate service in this regard and help less experienced staff develop 
skills and experience.

Our Thoughts

89. It is essential that basic management arrangements and Senior Management Team meetings 
are put in place as a matter of urgency.  Performance management data reporting and analysis 
could be improved and would help aide discussion with elected members.  Whilst many sensed 
an improvement in service, it was not clear, beyond subjectivity why this was felt to be the case 
- however welcome such comment are.  The Council would benefit from more streamlined and 
consistent data performance analytics.

90. We believe that the alignment of all teams in the service under a single Head of Service would 
bring clear benefits in leadership, cohesion, and the effective deployment of resources across all 
planning applications and policy development.  In addition, the role of the director needs to be 
clearly established as a corporate position and undertaken with strong leadership and people 
management skills.
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Recommendations

21.  Implement a system of regular Directorate Team meetings between the Director and the 
Heads of Service to provide leadership, direction and focus to the service.

22. Linked to resolving issues of structure and permanence within the officer core, establish a 
culture of collaborative and strong leadership including regular opportunities for engagement 
between officers, Heads of Service and Directors.

23. Establish a system of performance indicators which are easily understood by members and 
officers and hold regular feedback sessions for teams and individuals.

24. Develop in-house experience within the planning team by aligning Special Projects, the Local 
Plan, and Development Management teams under a single head of planning service and 
exercise greater restraint over the use of external consultants.

Resources
Observations

91. As recognised above, the Council has invested considerable resources in IT, moving towards a 
‘paperless office’ within the planning and development service.  This is welcomed by many however 
there is recognition that there is further opportunity to drive improvement in processes and 
performance through further enhancements to systems.

92. Whilst this review considered the planning and development function, there was a general view 
that greater corporate rigour to exploiting the benefits of improved and automated systems could 
be gained by the wider Council.

93. Similarly, greater focus should be placed on understanding the implications of improvement or change 
in part of the process and the remainder of it.  For example, the virtual worker system to drive an 
improved methodology is despatching planning correspondence still requires officer in put but was to 
be paid for by the reduction of these staff to the point where the operation was no longer effective.

94. Linked to this is a shared view amongst officers, members, and stakeholders that the function is 
stretched and there is difficulty in recruitment and retention of personnel.

Our Thoughts

95. The churn amongst the officer core leads to lower levels of morale, delays to the determination of 
planning applications, and a greater reliance on external consultancies for specialist advice.  The 
service needs clarity, stability, and permanence in its staffing core and this should be a key objective 
of the leadership and administration of the Council and of the Department.

Recommendations

25. Fully exploit the opportunity of technology investment.

26. Ensure clarity within the Council on who holds responsibility for the delivery of the IT strategy, 
updates, and training of staff.

27. The conditions for permanence within the staffing structure and review recruitment 
proposition to ensure the Council can attract and retain high quality personnel.  This will 
enable clear leadership, structure and lines of engagement between officers.
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Reputation
Observations

96. Applicants, agents, and developers often find the processes of the planning service challenging 
to overcome and mentioned inconsistencies in requirements, case officers and decisions made at 
committee.  This materially affects the reputation of the Council and whilst acknowledging the 
inherently difficult nature of planning, is therefore directly linked to the confidence the authority is 
able to instil in those it will need to count on to deliver growth ambitions.

Our Thoughts

97. There is further work to do to ensure applicants are able to engage strategically with the authority, 
understand core parameters to then enter the planning system with a confidence that the authority 
will be able to deliver broadly on the commitments it is making.  This will be vital to future 
competition of investment and growth.  Engagement with the leadership and at Director level 
could be strengthened to provide greater oversight and support to the service.

98. Linked to earlier point around member training and consistency, the Council would benefit from 
greater levels of clarity in decision making which is linked to material considerations required in the 
Local Plan and planning law.

Recommendation

28. Establish clear pathways for engagement with the Council at strategic and operational levels 
in respect of planning consents and development proposals.  For example: Developers to meet 
with Leader and Chief Executive or Director only.  No members of the planning committee 
should be meeting with developers.

Conclusion
99. We have thoroughly enjoyed the opportunity to undertake this review and to meet with the 

Members and Officers at South Kesteven.  We hope the report we present to you is one which will 
be of use and enable to the Council to take the necessary steps to strengthen the planning service.  
It is always the case, that a review such as this will focus on those things which need improvement 
and not on the positive things which already in place within the District.

100. We have been greatly impressed by the new Council leadership and by the commitment of officers 
to their roles at the Council.  We have felt the real affection members hold for the District and the 
many distinct places within it.

101. We believe that if the recommendations above can be delivered, then the Council will stand in a 
stronger position to demonstrate that, as a Council, it is committed to the growth agenda that is 
promoted in the Local Plan.

102. A consistent and aligned voice between Members and Officers on the core objectives in delivering 
the Local Plan vision would significantly strengthen the Council’s reputation and standing, as a 
place to do business.
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Section 5: Process of the Review
103. The review was conducted by Cratus Communication through a series of engagement meetings 

undertaken by:

 � Chris Roberts

 � Steve Quartermain CBE

 � Charlotte Platten

104. Interviews were conducted via teams.  All interviews were conducted in confidence and any 
comments mentioned in the report will not be attributed to those that said them.

105. Throughout the course of the review 26 interviews were conducted, and we received several 
written representations from staff and members

Summary of Recommendations
1. `Considering the challenges of the new growth agenda, consider whether the present Committee 

arrangements are fit for purpose or whether there may be benefit in considering whether to work 
towards a new member structure for the consideration of different types of planning application.

2. Clarify the protocols for representations to the Planning Committee, ensuring consistency and equity 
in those for and against an application.  Adhere strictly to the time limits.

3. Ensure the new protocols are published and readily understood by all participants at each planning 
committee and that prospective speakers are reminded of them before the meeting.

4. Specific training for Chair and Vice-Chair on running procedures and Chairing of meetings.

5. Senior staff advice including legal advice, should routinely be available to committee members at the 
committee

6. The Council changes its procedures to ensure applications are only refused at Committee where 
members have voted to do so based on clear and cogent planning grounds.  Where a decision has 
been taken against officer advice and which is wholly contrary to the Local Plan, it may be that it is 
considered more appropriate for members, rather than council officers to defend any such decision 
at appeal.

7. Agree a revised Scheme of Delegation collaboratively with elected members for adoption by the 
Council and ensure any deviation can only be agreed on an exceptional basis by the Chief Executive, 
in consultation with the Leader of the Council.  No one involved directly in the planning function, 
either member or officer, should have the ability to vary the scheme.

8. Agree a revised Call-In protocol which permits members to call-in applications within their wards, on 
submission of a request containing a sound planning reason.  This should be adjudicated by a senior 
manager, ideally the Service Director.  The protocol should also ensure that the initiator of the Call-In 
does not participate in the determination of the application.

9. The creation of a criteria for when an application justifies a site visit will help provide greater clarity 
and confidence in the planning system.

10. Further, a Code of Conduct for members when attending site visits will help protect the council and 
members from any vexatious or otherwise pre-determination and other legal challenges.

11. Develop a tailored and targeted member training programme which addresses specific concerns 
and in particular addresses issues raised around application of planning policy in decision making, 
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the framework and appropriate use of conditions, and the key stages in determination of a larger 
planning application.

12. A series of workshops in relation to Local Plan “ownership” and future revisions.  This is likely to be 
an ongoing piece of engagement with elected members.

13. More training for officers on best practices when presenting to the planning committee.

14. The Council should revise the expectations of elected members who serve on the Planning 
Committee to ensure the highest standards of transparency and openness in relation to other tiers of 
Government in the District.

15. Create a clearly defined pre-application process which distinguishes between strategic and minor 
applications, and between corporate discussions in relation to growth and investment versus 
technical input from the planning service.

16. The Council should replace the existing ‘Design Pad’ with full briefings for all members of the 
Committee on major applications.

17. Quarterly reporting of Section 106 income and expenditure, and enforcement matters should be 
scrutinised by the monitoring officer and reported to committee.

18. The Enforcement policy should be reviewed and appropriately resourced.

19. Use the opportunity of a revised planning and development structure to revisit member and 
officer relationships through the lifecycle of an application to ensure value added and appropriate 
interaction.  This could be achieved through internal and external training and support - and must be 
undertaken collaboratively.

20. Outlines the clear roles and responsibilities of elected members and officers in the determination of 
planning applications

21. Implement a system of regular Directorate Team meetings between the Director and the Heads of 
Service to provide leadership, direction and focus to the service.

22. Linked to resolving issues of structure and permanence within the officer core, establish a culture of 
collaborative and strong leadership including regular opportunities for engagement between officers, 
Heads of Service and Directors.

23. Establish a system of performance indicators which are easily understood by members and officers 
and hold regular feedback sessions for teams and individuals.

24. Develop in-house experience within the planning team by aligning Special Projects, the Local Plan, 
and Development Management teams under a single head of planning service and exercise greater 
restraint over the use of external consultants.

25. Fully exploit the opportunity of technology investment.

26. Revise the validation process to be a back of house function.

27. Ensure clarity within the Council on who holds responsibility for the delivery of the IT strategy, 
updates, and training of staff.

28. The conditions for permanence within the staffing structure and review recruitment proposition to 
ensure the Council can attract and retain high quality personnel.  This will enable clear leadership, 
structure and lines of engagement between officers.

29. Establish clear pathways for engagement with the Council at strategic and operational levels in 
respect of planning consents and development proposals.  For example: Developers to meet with 
Leader and Chief Executive or Director only.  No members of the planning committee should be 
meeting with developers.
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