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Governance and Audit Committee during 2021/2022. 
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1 The Background to the Report 
1.1 At the meeting of the Committee on 4th February 2021, the Cabinet Member for Housing 

and Planning offered to provide the Governance and Audit Committee with a report 

providing data on the response times for searches completed in the preceding 9 months, 

with a quarterly report on performance to be provided during 2021/22. Members welcomed 

the offer of an update in this area.  This report provides the relevant update for the 

Committee. 

 

1.2 There are 10 months of available data in 2020/21, covering the period between 1 April 2020 

and 28 February 2021.  This data is provided in the report and provides an overview of 

performance.  The graphs in Appendices 1 and 2 show performance of the full search and 

personal search services.   

 

1.3 This report explains background to performance, providing commentary on the barriers and 

challenges experienced, as well as actions being taken to improve performance. 

 

2 Context of Data 
2.1 After going into national lockdown in March 2020, the land charges service experienced a 

significant decrease in both full search and personal search requests received.  The 

decrease in demand was largely due to solicitors and search agents being unable to transact 

property sales, alongside the challenges of implementing new processes for remote 

working. 

 

2.2 Full Searches 

2.2.1 Full searches are official searches and are a complete analysis of a property site.  This 

information is checked and verified by land charges staff.  It includes a full and complete 

planning history of the site, any applicable registrations, as well as including information 

relating to Highways, Building Control and Environmental Health, as well as any number of 

additional questions the requester may ask. 

 

2.2.2 Since August 2020 the volume of full searches received has increased significantly – from 

an average of 58.6 per month in the 6 months of April to September 2020, to an average of 

152.2 per month from October 2020 to February 2021.  An increase of approximately 260%. 

The average turnaround time at the end of February was 19 working days. 

 

2.3 Personal Searches 

2.3.1 Personal searches are a raw data extract from our systems, provided to search agents, 

who then perform their own analysis of the data.  They do not include highways or building 

control information.  The search agent then prepares their own report to the requester of 

the personal search 

 

2.3.2 Since August 2020 the volume of personal searches received has also increased 

significantly – from an average of 135 per month in the 6 months of April to September 

2020, to an average of 290 per month from October 2020 to February 2021. An increase 

of approximately 215%. 

 

 



 

 
 

2.4 Stamp Duty Relief 

2.4.1 The increases identified above are primarily due to the government’s temporary stamp duty 

‘holiday’ on properties purchased up to £500,000 in value, which was announced on 8 July 

2020.  It should be noted that in his budget speech on 3 March 2021, Chancellor Rishi Sunak 

announced an extension of this scheme to the end of June 2021. 

 

2.5 Turnaround Time 

2.5.1 Current turnaround time is between 19 and 20 working days, approximately 4 weeks, in line 

with Environmental Information Regulations (EIR) requirements.  At its peak in December 

2020, turnaround time reached 23 working days, approximately 4.6 weeks.  An internet 

search of other local authorities indicates a variance of turnaround times between 5 to 7 

working days up to in excess of 25 working days. 

 

2.6 Challenges 

As well as the volume of searches being elevated during the last few quarters there have 

also been other challenges for the service which can be summarised as: 

• The need to search manually for some information resulting from the limited connectivity 

between data systems.  This is being investigated further to identify opportunities for 

improvement. 

• Delays resulting from issues with site plan provision. 

• Technical issues with the personal search email account. 

• Search results getting stuck in the Total Land Charges (TLC) system, which have to be 

released by the IT team. 

 

3 Actions Taken to Date 
3.1 An agency resource was added to the team in October 2020 to process our personal 

searches, thereby allowing SKDC’s Land Charges team to focus on our full searches, as it 

is these that are influencing the increase in our average turnaround time. 

 

3.2 Weekly review meetings are held with the team to analyse progress, determine priority 

focus, and identify barriers and resolutions 

 

3.3 Changes have also been made to our processes to achieve service efficiencies, eg. 

recording of registrations, requesting Highways responses etc. 

 

3.4 Throughout 2020 to the present time, the SKDC land charges team have continued to offer 

a full service to all of our customers, despite the restrictions and challenges around Covid-

19 and working from home. 

 

4 Other Authorities’ Responses During the Covid-19 Pandemic 
4.1 In a meeting with the Local Land Charges Institute of 10 February 2021, it was reported that 

following the March 2020 lockdown ten local authorities suspended their personal search 

service.  Four have since reinstated this but 6 remain closed for personal searches, including 

one which may not be resuming this service.  A further 11 local authorities are considering 

suspending their personal search service.  In addition one authority is unable to operate any 

land charges search service due to a cyber-attack, resulting from using web links to plans 

(a process SKDC have ceased as a result). 

 



 

 
 

5 Financial Implications  
5.1 There are no financial implications arising from this report. 

Financial Implications reviewed by: Richard Wyles, Interim Director of Finance 

6 Legal and Governance Implications  

6.1 There are no legal implications arising from this report.  

Legal Implications reviewed by: Mandy Braithwaite, Legal Executive 

7 Equality and Safeguarding Implications 
There are no issues arising from this report in regard to quality and diversity or safeguarding. 

If any issues do result from this report they will be addressed as required. 

8 Risk and Mitigation 
8.1 No significant implications have been identified.  

9 Community Safety Implications 
9.1 No significant implications have been identified. 

10 How will the recommendations support South Kesteven District 

Council’s declaration of a climate emergency? 

10.1 The contents of this report do not have a direct impact on the Council’s carbon emissions 

or the carbon emissions of the wider district. 

11 Appendices 
11.1 Appendix 1 – Incoming Searches April 2020 to February 2021 - Graph 

11.2 Appendix 2 – Average Turnaround for Searches – Graph 

 

 

Report Timeline:  Date of Publication on Forward Plan (if 
required) 

N/A 
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