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Recommendation (s) to the decision maker (s) 

1. Notes the content of the report and the land search turnaround times at Appendix 1. 

2. Receives a further report at its next meeting on service performance and 
improvements that have been implemented. 
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1 The Background to the Report 

1.1 At its last meeting on 18 March 2021, this Committee considered a report on the current 

performance and requested an update at its next meeting. 

1.2 This report sets out the current performance and plans for improvement.  

1.3 At Appendix 1 the graphs show: 

i. The volume of searches graph shows a steady rise in the number of full searches 

and a sharp rise in the last two months of personal searches. This rise co-incides 

with announcements about extending the stamp duty holiday; 

ii. Average turnaround times have become longer; the average was 22 days for a full 

search at the end of April but in May this has risen again to 27 days. This was a 

result of one member of staff performing election duties and one member of staff 

being on holiday for a week; 

1.4 On 1 May 2021, the Land Charges function transferred from Planning to Legal and 

Democratic Services. Since that time it has emerged that: 

a. the service is currently under-resourced. The team has been carrying a number of 

vacancies. Budgets were intertwined with Planning budgets with the result that the 

Land Charges Team could not fill its vacancies. 

b. The significant influx of demand was not matched by an increase in resource. This 

has resulted in the current backlog. 

c. Due to the backlog, much time has been spent answering emails and phone calls 

from solicitors whose clients are under time pressures to exchange contracts, and 

this has taken resources away from processing searches. 

d. The planning system (Uniform) and the land charges system (Total Land Charges 

‘TLC’) do not fully integrate. Updates to Uniform cause delays within TLC and this 

has a knock on effect to the search turnaround times. 

e. The Council does not have an up to date GIS mapping process, as a result of 

which the Land Charges Team have to manually duplicate data to ensure 

accuracy. This and many other such anomalies add delay into the process.  

f. There is no resilience for staff taking holiday; the effect is for performance to dip. 

g. New housing developments and estates are not mapped, and the Land Charges 

Team must manually copy data over into the searches. Whilst Cratus reviewed the 

planning process, land charges were not part of the review and so the impact onto 

TLC has not been a focus to date. 

h. There is no current Service Delivery Plan for Land Charges and therefore no 

strategic approach to the service. 

i. Benchmarking suggests that the salaries are not competitive and this needs to be 

addressed.  

j. The stamp duty holiday has been extended to the end of June 2021. The increase 

in demand is likely to persist until then. 

 

 



 

 
 

1.5 Some immediate measures are being put in place to address the issues: 

a. Additional resources have been secured to enable one full time temporary post to 

be recruited for 6 months to help clear the backlog. Adverts for the vacant 

permanent post and the temporary post have been advertised; 

b. Three specialist agency staff are being interviewed and temporary resource will be 

utilised until a permanent staff member is recruited. Temporary staff will take time 

to make an impact, as the layers of plans, the knowledge about Uniform and how 

to supplement the information from Uniform and other local anomalies – will take 

time to learn and understand; 

c. Discussions are underway with a neighbouring Authority, which has successfully 

reviewed and improved its own Land Charges service, for support in reviewing 

systems and processes; 

d. Introduction of performance management standards, starting with a daily 

prioritisation of backlog cases.  

1.6 Longer term, the Service Plan will identify areas of improvement, and there needs to be a 

focus on improving the mapping information the Council holds. This will assist a number of 

directorates. Some dedicated GIS mapping support is needed, as is an overview of the 

migration project to the Land Registry.   

1.7 Internal audit will be conducting an assurance review, as requested by members, 

commencing 1 June. This review will help inform the Service Plan and will inform the 

prioritisation of improvement plans. 

2 Consultation and Feedback Received, Including Overview and Scrutiny 

2.1 Feedback from local solicitors and members has been accepted and acknowledged. 

Service improvements are now being driven to ensure performance is well within the 

Council’s own performance indicators.  

3 Available Options Considered 

3.1 The current performance is shown in the graphs at Appendix 1. Performance remains a 

concern but until demand can be met by additional staff capacity, it is unlikely to improve.  

3.2 A do nothing option is possible, but will not result in any service improvement. The service 

needs some immediate steps to increase capacity, which is in hand, but also longer term 

focus to ensure the infrastructure is in place to automate some of the historic manual 

processes. 

4 Preferred Option 

4.1 The approaches outlined above at paragraphs 1.4 and 1.5 are recommended. 

5 Reasons for the Recommendation (s) 

5.1 The improvements suggested will ensure that the Land Charges function has accurate 

and easily accessible information plans and information available to ensure searches can 

be done quickly and accurately and will provide immediate short term resource to clear the 

backlog. 

6 Next Steps – Communication and Implementation of the Decision 

6.1 Recruitment of staff and a robust service improvement plan. 



 

 
 

 

7 Financial Implications  

7.1 A temporary budget increase has been provided to the service in order to deal with the 

performance pressures, however any ongoing increase in resource will need to be 

considered as part of the budget setting process for 2022/23 onwards.  

Financial Implications reviewed by: Alison Hall-Wright, Head of Finance 

8 Legal and Governance Implications  

8.1 The short and longer term planning for improvements will ensure that searches are done 

in a timely way, to assist house sales to complete by contractually agreed timeframes. 

Legal Implications reviewed by: Shahin Ismail, Monitoring Officer 

9 Equality and Safeguarding Implications  

9.1 Not applicable 

10 Risk and Mitigation 

10.1 The risks are to legal deadlines and reputation. The service improvements suggested will 

mitigate these risks. 

11 Community Safety Implications  

11.1 Not applicable 

12 How will the recommendations support South Kesteven District 

Council’s declaration of a climate emergency? 

12.1 Automation and good e-systems will reduce the usage of paper. 

13 Other Implications (where significant)  

13.1 none 

14 Background Papers 

14.1 none 

15 Appendices 

15.1 Appendix 1 – performance data 

 

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

Not applicable 

Previously Considered by Governance and 
Audit Committee:  

18 March 2021 

Final Decision date   9 June 2021 

 


