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SUBJECT: 

PLANNING SERVICES REVIEW
Introduction
One of the recommendations from the Wales Audit Office review of the Planning Services in the three Welsh National Parks was 
“Within the next 12 months the Authority should work in partnership with other suitably qualified authorities to develop robust comparative data and use this to demonstrate that it is providing value for money”.
PriceWaterhouseCooper were commissioned to carry out a review and compare the services of the three National Parks with other planning authorities, both in Wales and in England.  Following a number of workshops with the three Park Authorities and advice from planning consultants, forty nine measures were selected as potential ways of measuring the quality of service and comparing the services between the 3 Parks.  These measures included policy, governance, outcomes, responsiveness, approach and delivery of statutory indicators.
The review identified a number of key messages including

· Whilst it is recognised that the national statutory indicators are a necessary prerequisite for external comparison of performance, these measures alone do not provide sufficient information to determine the overall performance of a planning service. The current set of national indicators is largely focused on process and outputs and not necessarily on the quality of the decisions being made or the outcome of those decisions.

· There is a false public perception that the National Parks are more likely to decline a planning application than other LPAs. However, on average the Parks approve almost the same percentage of applications per year as other LPAs in Wales and England.

· A sharper focus on improving the planning process has resulted in a significant improvement in the speed of processing planning applications across the entire Parks over the last two years. For some of the application types such as Minor, Householder and Other, the Parks have performed better than a number of other Welsh Rural LPAs.

· The Parks recognise that having a robust Planning Committee with well trained Members is a prerequisite for ensuring an effective and quality planning process. There is still work to do in all three Parks to ensure that this critical element of the process follows best practice. However, there were some encouraging signs in a number of the measures around effective governance.

· The lack of true comparability of costs and resources across Welsh LPAs has been recognised within the recent WAG Planning review. The information on costs and resources provided by the Parks and other planning authorities has not been subject to audit or verification and comparison with other authorities is therefore unreliable.
Each of the 49 measures was scored for each park using a traffic light approach and the results show only limited differences between the three parks.  PCNPA has slightly fewer measures scored green, but a number of the amber measures will be upgraded when the new computer system is fully operational.  
PCNPA scores well on measures relating to policy, governance and the statutory indicators but poorly on responsiveness and there are mixed scores for the measures relating on the approach.  The new computer system will help address these weaknesses with better reporting, by better presentation of information on the web site and better tracking of progress on application and enforcement matters.

A more detailed presentation on the report will be presented at the Authority meeting.
Recommendation

Members are requested to receive and comment on this report.
(For further information, please contact the Author: Alan Hare Head of Business Management – ext 4810)
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