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Linkage to Council Strategy (2015-19)

Strategic Theme Protecting and Enhancing our Environments and Assets

Outcome Pro-active decision making which protects the natural features,
characteristics and integrity of the Borough

Lead Officer Head of Planning

Budgetary Considerations

Cost of Proposal Nil

Included in Current Year Estimates

Capital/Revenue

Code

Staffing Costs

Screening
Requirements

Required for new or revised Policies, Plans, Strategies or Service Delivery
Proposals.

Section 75
Screening

Screening Completed: N/A Date:

EQIA Required and
Completed:

N/A Date:

Rural Needs
Assessment
(RNA)

Screening Completed N/A Date:

RNA Required and
Completed:

N/A Date:

Data Protection
Impact
Assessment
(DPIA)

Screening Completed: N/A Date:

DPIA Required and
Completed:

N/A Date:

Title of Report: Planning Department Performance Annual Report
2019/2020

Committee
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Submitted To:

Planning Committee

Date of Meeting: 26 August 2020

For Decision or
For Information

For Information
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1.0 Background

1.1 Schedule 4 of The Local Government (Performance Indicators and Standards) Order
(Northern Ireland) 2015 sets out the statutory performance targets for the Planning
Department for major development applications, local development applications and
enforcement cases and these are reflected in Council’s Performance Improvement
Plan 2019-20 and the Planning Department Business Plan 2019-2020.

1.2 The statutory targets are:
• Major applications processed from date valid to decision or withdrawal within

an average of 30 weeks
• Local applications processed from date valid to decision or withdrawal within

an average of 15 weeks
• 70% of all enforcement cases progressed to target conclusion within 39 weeks

of receipt of complaint.

1.3 The Planning Department Business Plan targets are:
• Reduce number of over 12 month applications to under 130 applications.
• Major applications processed from date valid to decision or withdrawal within

an average of 45 weeks
• Local applications processed from date valid to decision or withdrawal within

an average of 19 weeks
• 70% of all enforcement cases progressed to target conclusion within 39 weeks

of receipt of complaint.
• Stable Staff Resource
• Reduction in number of Agency staff employed in accordance with Audit

recommendation (reduce to 6 staff)
• Expenditure in line with budget allocation.

1.4 The Northern Ireland Planning Statistics is an official statistics publication issued by
Analysis, Statistics & Research Team, Department for Infrastructure. It provides the
official statistics for each Council on each of the statutory targets and is published
quarterly and on an annual basis. The 2019/20 Annual Statistical Bulletin was
published on 2nd July 2020 providing planning statistics for this period. It also
provides a summary of Council progress across the three statutory targets.

2.0 Details

Website link 1
https://www.infrastructure-ni.gov.uk/publications/northern-ireland-planning-statistics-
april-2019-march-2020 provides the link to the published bulletin.

Development Management Planning Applications
2.1 Table 1 below provides a summary of performance in relation to the statutory targets

for major development applications and local development applications for the 2019-
20 business year and provides a comparison of performance against all 11 Councils.
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Table 1: Planning Applications

2019/20 Major Local Total Live

Rec’d Dec’d/
W/D

Rec’d Dec’d/
W/D

Rec’d Dec’d/
W/D

Total Over
12mths

Planning
Applications

12 20 1,117 1,178 1,129 1,198 693 150
(21.6%)

Rank 4th 2nd 5th 5th 5th 5th 4th 6th (5th %)

Average
Processing

Times
74.5 weeks 20.0 weeks

Rank 8th 10th

Approval
Rate

100% 92.7% 92.9% 9th Rank

Source: Northern Ireland Planning Statistics: 2019/20 Annual Statistical Bulletin

2.2 In the 2019/20 business year, Causeway Coast and Glens Borough Council received
the 5th highest number of planning applications out of the 11 Councils, decided the 5th

highest number of applications and had the 4th highest number of live applications in
the system. In terms of applications in the system over 12 months, this Council had
the 6th highest number of applications in the system for over 12 months. The Council
is therefore sitting mid-rank out of the 11 Councils in terms of applications received,
decided and over 12 month old planning applications.

2.3 Although we did not achieve the target to reduce the number of over 12 month
applications to under 130 applications the increase in the overall number of over 12
month applications in the system is reflective of the increase across 8 of the 11
Councils. Of note is that we have reduced our ranking in terms of the number of over
12 month applications when compared to the other 11 Councils from 4th highest
number in 2018/19 to 6th highest in 2019/20, again remaining in mid-rank out of all 11
Councils.

Major Applications
2.4 Analysing the statistics based on hierarchy category, this Council received the 4th

highest number of major applications out of the 11 Councils and decided the 2nd

highest number of major applications with a 100% approval rate. Unfortunately in
achieving a 100% approval rate through negotiating with agents to seek amendments
to secure an approval decision, we did not meet the statutory processing time nor the
Business Plan target and were the 4th slowest in terms of average processing times.
The average processing time is calculated using the median application. Therefore,
if we had issued 3 more major applications within less than 59 weeks this would have
brought our overall average processing time down to 59.8 weeks. This demonstrates
the impact that just a small number of applications in the major category can have on
the overall average processing times. It also shows that we managed to determine
some of the older major applications in the system and going forward our focus will
be to continue to determine the older major applications over the 2020/21 business
year in order to work towards lower average processing times in the following
business year. However, this is likely to have an adverse impact on our average
processing times resulting in this statutory target not being met.
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2.5 Of the applications that took longer than 40 weeks, 10 out of the 12 applications
required consideration of impact on designated sites and communication with SES to
provide advice on Habitat Regulations Assessment. Of further note is the 3
applications that took the longest time to progress, all were housing developments
that required numerous amendments to achieve an acceptable development
requiring 22-37 consultations with statutory and non-statutory consultees.

Local Applications
2.6 Looking at the local category of planning applications this Council received the 5th

highest number of local applications and issued the 5th highest number of decisions,
again sitting mid-rank out of the 11 Councils. However, we failed to meet the
average processing time of 15 weeks for local applications and the Business Plan
target of 19 weeks. Of note is that we were on target to meet the Business Plan
target as of end February where the average processing time for local applications at
that time, year to date, was 19.6 weeks. However, the impact of restrictions as a
result of Covid-19 resulted in the average processing time for the month of March
increasing to 28.8 weeks as staff did not have access to the office from 23 March
2020 to issue decisions to reduce this timeframe. This resulted in the yearly average
processing time for local applications being 20 weeks.

2.7 Of note, however, is that this was an improvement on the previous business year of
1.6 weeks, with 4% more applications processed within 15 weeks and an
improvement in ranking from 11th to 10th. Furthermore, of the 7 Councils meeting the
15 weeks target, 4 received less applications than this Council over the business
year and 2 of the 3 that received more applications have more over 12 month
applications in the system than this Council.

2.8 Therefore, it is inappropriate to compare performance between Councils based on a
single statistic but instead, a number of statistics and factors need to be considered.

Enforcement
2.9 Table 2 below shows statistics in relation to enforcement for the 2019/20 business

year. We continue to meet the statutory target for concluding enforcement cases
exceeding the statutory target of 70% within 39 weeks by 17.6%. We also have the
2nd highest number of prosecutions and 3rd highest number of convictions and sit mid
rank in relation to cases opened, concluded, conclusion times and live cases.

Table 2: Enforcement
2019/20 Open Conclude Conclusion

Times
Court Action Live

cases

70% within
39wks

Prosecutions Convictions

Cases 348 315 87.6% 16 2 339
Rank 5th 6th 5th 2nd 3rd 5th

Source: Northern Ireland Planning Statistics: 2019/20 Annual Statistical Bulletin

2.10 This performance against the statutory target is an improvement when compared to
the previous business year with a further 7.5% of cases concluded within the 39
weeks target and an improvement of 1 rank when compared to the other Councils.
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Other Activity by Planning Department
2.11 Tables 3 and 4 below indicate the level of other activity carried out by the Planning

Department over the 2019/20 business year.

Table 3: Other Activity
2017/18
Received

2018/19
Received

2019/20
Received

Discharge of Conditions 86 48 100
Certificate of Lawful Development 33 43 58
Pre Application Discussions 57 52 46
Non Material Change 38 27 41
TPOs 10 14 13
Pre Application Notice 19 17 13
Total 243 201 271

Source: Northern Ireland Planning Statistics: 2019/20 Annual Statistical Bulletin

Table 4: Correspondence, Complaints and Appeals
2017/18
Received

2018/19
Received

2019/20
Received

Complaints Stage 1 23 27 24
Complaints Stage 2 9 9 11
Complaints Stage 3 12 4 11
Complaints to Ombudsman 4 3 6
Judicial Review Decision 1 2 1
General Correspondence 600 734 607
Request For Information (EIR/FOI) 68 60 69
Planning Appeal Decisions 24 22 17
Total 741 861 746

Source: 2019/20 Unvalidated Statistics – Internal Reports

2.12 In addition to the formal applications received, the Planning Department received 271
other types of applications relating to planning applications and dealt with some 746
pieces of correspondence, complaints and appeals.

2.13 The JR decision was on the North West Hotel application where the judge quashed
the decision. As a result, the decision on this application requires to be retaken. As
this is a major planning application, the decision on this application will be taken by
the Planning Committee.

2.14 Of the 17 decisions made by the Planning Appeals Commission, the Planning
Department successfully defended its decision on 10 appeals including the 2 partial
decisions which were in accordance with Council’s decision.

Local Development Plan
2.15 The Development Plan team continued to work in accordance with the revised

timetable and work programme over the 2019/20 business year, taking account of
issues raised in the representations received from the consultation on the Preferred
Options Paper. Work continued on updating the background/evidence papers for the
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topic papers in preparation for the Draft Plan Strategy despite one Planning Assistant
transferring into Development Management in Q2.

2.16 Workshops with Members and the Project Management Team commenced in Q4 to
consider the evidence base and new policy on topics for the draft Plan Strategy.
Work was also commissioned on the Landscape Character Assessment for the
Borough.

Factors Impacting on Performance
Unstable staffing resource

2.17 The issue of staffing is one factor that impacts on performance. Having a stable
staffing resource is important to ensuring applications and enforcement cases are
progressed in a timely fashion. Unfortunately when staff are on sick leave the vacant
post is not filled and therefore their caseload is held in abeyance until their return
whether that be one week, one month or 6 months. Other staff do not have the
capacity to deal with additional caseloads and therefore there is limited action taken
whilst the member of staff is absent. This impacts on the processing times for those
45-55 applications/cases that that member of staff is processing at any one time. For
those staff working on the LDP, it delays progress on the topic covered by that staff
member until their return as the work is inter-related with other staff workloads.

2.18 There was further unsettlement of staff over the business year with resignations and
maternity leaves. Furthermore, as a result of the NIAO Report which looked at the
number of agency staff within Council, a target of 30% reduction in agency staff was
set. This resulted in a reduction from 9 agency staff to 6. To assist in compensating
for these changes a planning assistant from the LDP team who had previous
development management experience was transferred into the Development
Management section and a Member of the Development Management section
transferred into the Enforcement section due also to previous experience in an
attempt to reduce impacts. In addition, in order to remain within budget due to
income received below that predicted, posts vacated in Q4 of the business year for
1.8 Planning Officer and 1 Planning Assistant were not filled.

2.19 All of this instability and vacant posts has the inevitable impact on performance when
processing planning applications and enforcement cases. Furthermore, the loss of a
Planning Assistant from a very small LDP Team has knock on effect on delivery of
the evidence required to prepare topic papers.

Habitat Regulation Assessments
2.20 Attached at Appendix 1 are maps that show the level of coverage in each of the 11

Councils where consideration of the impact of the proposed development will have
on designated sites. The map for this Council area covers all but a small area
around Garvagh. For those applications that are located within this 7.5km zone of a
designated site, an initial assessment is required by staff as to whether the
applications requires consultation with NIEA and on receipt of their response SES to
carry out the HRA on Council’s behalf. For those applications that require further
consideration in terms of impact on designated sites and consultation, this can add a
number of months onto the processing of these applications, through seeking
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additional information and reconsultation with NIEA and further to that SES for
assessment of the HRA.

Seeking amendments to applications
2.21 Seeking amendments to planning applications and the submission of further

assessments such as Flood Risk Assessments, Noise Impact Assessments,
Biodiversity Checklists and Bat Surveys not submitted at the outset with the planning
application also adds to delays in the processing of applications. It also adds further
workload to consultees that require reconsultation on the various amendments, costs
to Council on readvertisement and re-notification letters.

Budget
2.22 Through the careful monitoring of spend against income the Planning Department

remained within budget in 2019/20 coming just under budget based on revised
management accounts. Careful management of expenditure was necessary due to
income below that predicted and this impacted on the filling of vacant posts in Q4 in
order to remain within budget.

Conclusion
2.23 In conclusion, performance within the Planning Department remains steady with

slight improvement in performance overall. Planning continues to meet its statutory
target for conclusion of enforcement cases. However, with pressures on budgets
due to reduced incomes as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, vacant posts
remaining and fixed term contracts coming to an end, maintaining sufficient,
experienced staffing is a key concern and the inevitable impact on performance due
to increased caseloads for staff for the 2020/21 business year.

3.0 Recommendation

3.1 IT IS RECOMMENDED that the Planning Committee note the Planning
Departments Annual report.
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