
SOUTH HOLLAND DISTRICT COUNCIL 
 
Report of: Vicky Thomson, Assistant Director, Democratic Services  
  
To:    Performance Monitoring Panel – 15 October 2013  
 
(Author:  Councillor David Wilkinson) 
 
Subject: Annual inspection of Planning files 
 
Purpose: To report on the annual inspection of Planning files  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.0 BACKGROUND 
 
1.1 A Development Control Improvement Plan, which contained a total of 30 

recommendations aimed at ensuring continuous improvements to the service, 
had been presented to the Performance Monitoring Panel on 30 October 2008 
and then subsequently to the Development Control Committee on 15 January 
2009. 

 
1.2 During the Panel’s consideration of an update report on 15 April 2009, it was 

agreed that Councillors F Biggadike and D J Wilkinson be nominated as 
representatives of the Performance Monitoring Panel to sit with officers on an 
Independent Review Panel in order to ensure that a full audit be undertaken of 
recommendations 4 (Improving File Discipline) and 6 (Maintenance of Site 
Notes and Records of Meetings) to the Improvement Plan. 

 
1.3 A first audit was undertaken, and its outcome reported to the meeting of the 

Panel on 1 September 2010.  A second audit was undertaken on 23 June 
2011, and reported to the Panel on 28 September 2011.  Following this audit, 
the Councillors had felt that overall, the new procedures and systems 
appeared to work well, officers had obviously embraced them and they were 
now second nature.  Although Councillors Wilkinson and Biggadike had felt 
that it may no longer be necessary to continue with the annual inspections, the 
Panel had decided that it wished to continue to undertake an annual 
inspection of Planning files, and that in addition to previous inspections, the 
section should demonstrate its internal procedures for logging calls and visits 
and pre-application advice.  

 

Recommendations:  
 
a) That the Panel notes the outcome of the annual inspection of Planning 

files; and 
 
b) That the Panel considers whether the annual inspection is the most robust 

way to ensure accuracy in the system, or if there is another procedure that 
could be adopted that would be more effective.  

 



1.4 When the 2012 inspection became due, Councillor Biggadike was no longer a 
member of the Panel, and his place was taken up by Councillor S-A Slade.  
Following this inspection, it was reported that procedures were found to be 
both robust and efficient and both Councillors were comfortable that all advice 
and discussions were recorded correctly.    

 
2.0 FINDINGS FROM THE 2013 INSPECTION 
 
2.1 At its meeting on 24 July 2013, it had been agreed that Councillor C J T H 

Brewis undertake the inspection alongside Councillor D Wilkinson, as 
Councillor S-A Slade was no longer a member of the Panel.  However, 
Councillor Brewis was unable to attend, and Councillor R Rudkin therefore 
took his place. 

 
2.2 The Development Manager provided Councillors Wilkinson and Rudkin with 

an overview of the current procedures used to record discussions between 
Planning Officers and applicants, both before and after a planning application 
had been submitted. 

 
2.3 The procedure for recording any pre planning enquiries remained the same, 

and was on the Ocella system as follows (Ocella is an electronic document 
management system): 

 

• Upon receipt of a preliminary enquiry (by paper or email), it would 
immediately be passed to the case officer for a response. 

• The case officer would fill in the response sheet and email it to the 
planning advice inbox, along with any original attachments. 

• If the original enquiry came in paper form, the response form would still be 
emailed and would clearly state that the original was in paper form.  The 
original paper letter/plans would then be placed in the officer’s tray in the 
administration area. 

• Upon receipt of the response sheet, the administration team would record 
the information onto the preliminary enquiry screen on Ocella and plot on 
GIS (Geographical Information System). 

• Once saved on Ocella, the response letter would be produced (printed or 
emailed), and a copy saved into the Ocella Document Management 
System. 

 
Verbal enquiries were not recorded, only emails and letters. 
 

2.4 Councillors Wilkinson and Rudkin were provided with some paper applications 
to view, and compared the same application once it had been scanned to the 
Ocella system.  The online application was consistent with the paper file.  
They also asked to view applications from their respective wards and found 
these to again be consistent, accurate and up to date. 

 
2.5 The online system had been updated and refined to include a more robust and 

informative/descriptive indexing system. 
 



2.6 The files that the Councillors viewed were consistent and included all relevant 
documentation however, some of the hand written documents that were 
included were not always legible.  The Councillors were informed that the use 
of laptops was being rolled out, which would allow officers to record straight 
into the system, avoiding hand written documents. 

 
2.7 As all applications were now on line, they could be viewed from any location 

by anybody.  There was no doubt that the system was infinitely more robust 
than the previous system, which had been completely paper-based.  Each 
application was signed off by three officers (the case officer and both 
managers).  This had introduced a much higher level of quality control and 
audit in the system. 

 
2.8 Members were asked to consider whether the annual inspection was the most 

robust way to ensure accuracy in the system, or if there was another 
procedure that could be adopted that would be more effective.  

 
3.0 REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
3.1 To update the Panel on the outcome of the annual Inspection of Planning files 

and to consider whether the annual inspection was the most robust way to 
ensure accuracy in the system, or if there was another procedure that could 
be adopted that would be more effective. 

 
4.0 EXPECTED BENEFITS AND TIMELINES 
 
4.1 Monitoring of processes within the Planning department will ensure that good 

standards are maintained. 
 
5.0 IMPLICATIONS 
 
5.1 Carbon Footprint & Environmental Issues 
 
5.1.1 Carbon Footprint and Environmental issues have been considered and in the 

opinion of the report writer, there are none. 
 
5.2 Constitution & Legal 
 
5.2.1 Constitution and Legal issues have been considered and in the opinion of the 

report writer, there are none. 
 
5.3 Contracts 
 
5.3.1 Contracts issues have been considered and in the opinion of the report writer, 

there are none. 
 
5.4 Crime and Disorder  
 
5.4.1 Crime and Disorder issues have been considered and in the opinion of the 

report writer, there are none. 



 
5.5 Equality and Diversity & Human Rights 
 
5.5.1 Equality and Diversity and Human Rights issues have been considered and in 

the opinion of the report writer, there are none. 
 
5.6 Financial  
 
5.6.1 Financial issues have been considered and in the opinion of the report writer, 

there are none. 
 
5.7 Risk Management  
 
5.7.1 There are no direct risk implications associated with this report.  File 

Discipline, Maintenance of Site Notes and Records of Meetings are the 
responsibility of the Planning Department. 

 
5.8 Staffing 
 
5.8.1 Staffing issues have been considered and in the opinion of the report writer, 

there are none. 
  
5.9 Stakeholders / Consultation 
 
5.9.1 Stakeholders/Consultation issues have been considered and in the opinion of 

the report writer, there are none. 
 
6.0 WARDS/COMMUNITIES AFFECTED 
 
6.1 Not applicable. 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Background papers:- None 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Lead Contact Officer 
Name/Post:    Christine Morgan 
Telephone Number:  01775 764454 
Email:    cmorgan@sholland.gov.uk 
 
Appendices attached to this report:  None 
 


