
PLANNING FEES IN ENGLAND: PROPOSALS FOR CHANGE

Comments from the English National Park Authorities Association

The English National Park Authorities Association (ENPAA) exists to provide a collective voice for the nine English National Park Authorities.  It is governed by the Chairs of the nine Authorities, and our response, therefore, represents the collective view of the Authorities.  Individual NPAs may wish to submit separate comments, which will draw on the specific issues for their particular area.  

The Government Consultation paper asks a series of questions and the following sets out a response to each question.

Q1 
Would a fee level increase of 25% be reasonable? Should householder applications be largely shielded from that increase?
Householder applications are proposed to rise from £135 to £145 (7.5%)  It is the case however that processing many domestic extensions cost National Park Authorities in particular far in excess of £145, because of the complex conservation and design issues in these areas. These applications tend not to be as straightforward as in other areas, and decisions on these applications greatly influence the overall built environment in these protected landscapes. These types of applications tend to predominate in National Parks and are a vital source of fee income.

In the consultation paper in Annexe 2 on economic impacts the average cost per employee for LPA’s is quoted at £130 per day. It is estimated it takes at least 1.5 working days to process a householder application illustrating the fee should be increased by £67 to £202, (i.e. 49%) in order to cover all costs.

Based on the Peak District National Park as an example the  proposed 7.5% and 25% increases for householder and remaining categories of development, this would result in approximately an extra £33,000 p.a. Extra fees for discharging conditions may result in approximately £5.000 pa. This is a comparable level to recent PDG awards for the Peak District in relation to the development control element, i.e. excluding awards for plan-making and e-government initiatives, but those awards have themselves been insufficient to meet the extra costs of over £100,000 per annum that the Authority has had to invest in the planning service, at the expense of other high priority work, in order to improve performance to meet government targets.

Q2 
Would you prefer that fees go up by the full 40% to provide more resources for planning?

Householder application fees should be raised in the region of 49% as suggested above.

Fees on other developments should be raised to the 40 % level particularly in National Parks for the following reasons:

· Such an increase in fees is not considered to be excessive having regard to the higher cost of processing applications with the additional consultations and wider publicity now given to such schemes and the significantly enhanced value of the development. 

· There is concern that as National Parks are not housing providers, the new PDG arrangements partly based on a reward for housing provision will militate against national parks.

· National Parks have had to compromise much of their work on achieving the “quality” in schemes in order to meet performance targets and in some cases have struggled to meet them. 

· National Parks contain a relatively high number of listed buildings and conservation areas generating applications for which fees are not required.

In this context it is considered the 40% increase is appropriate for National Parks.


There is a view that such a fee increase could be seen as excessive and may result in an increase in unauthorised development but it is important that the fees reflect the true costs in National Parks of processing applications to meet both quantative performance standards and qualitative professional standards. 

Q3 
What are the likely effects of any of the changes on you, or the group or business or local authority you represent? Will there be unintended consequences, do you think?


From a National Park perspective it is imperative that the comments in response to questions 1 and 2 above are accepted and National Parks are allowed to charge the relatively higher rates suggested.  If inadequate levels of fees are introduced the National Park authorities will not be able to continue to improve their performance against targets, nor further develop as we ought to the e-enabled access to planning services, nor to continue to improve the focus on pre-application advice which is so essential to overall service improvement.

Q4 
Performance on development control is currently measured against targets to turn around 60% of major applications within 13 weeks, 65% of minor applications and 80% of other applications within 8 weeks. Given the desire for further service improvements flowing from any fee increase – without perverse incentives – what do you think would be the best form of performance measurement for development control and what should be an appropriate benchmark?
It is considered that, in the main, the existing measure in BVPI 109 should be retained. This will provide the best illustration of performance consequences of any increased fees. However there should be recognition of the problem for National Park Authorities who do not receive many major applications which create a volatile performance indicator. Furthermore major proposals in National Parks areas are often significantly more complex than many of those in urban areas which just exceed the major threshold, e.g. 10 dwellings in a suburban area compared to 10 dwellings in a village conservation area where there has been no comparative development for a long time This makes it a meaningless target in many cases. There should be a sliding scale of performance measure on major developments which are more relevant to National Parks and a better performance figure would be e.g. 50% within 16 weeks.


In National Parks even for minor applications the decision-making process can often be complex and time-consuming, and therefore the aim should be to ensure that we consolidate the improvements already made by investing through fees in the staff resources needed to provide effective pre-application advice and formal application processing, with adequate provision made for appropriate thorough community and other stakeholder engagement.

Planning performance agreements are only relevant in large scale developments which justify the time taken to prepare them.

Q6 
Do you welcome the proposed fees for discharge of conditions? Do you agree this should not apply to conditions imposed on, say, listed building consents?
This seems acceptable but may lead to the need for extra enforcement resources  as currently there is limited proactive monitoring of conditions by LPA’s.

Q7
 Will it be useful if the local planning authority can offer a ‘premium service’?

This is divisive and would be at the expense of other schemes receiving non-premium service. In smaller LPA’s like National Park Authorities, the potential for a premium service from major developers appears limited and it would be difficult to establish the critical mass and resource base to offer a premium service without a displaced negative impact on the remainder of schemes.  The designation of National Parks should, as of right, lead to a premium service as judged by delivery against the purposes for which National Parks were designated.

Q8 
Currently, Government sets planning fee levels. How do you feel in principle about the idea that each local authority should be able to fix its own (non-profit-making) planning charges in future?
The English National Park Authorities would be very concerned if a poor balance of incentives between e.g. growth areas and areas zoned for restricted growth, such as National Parks, led to differences in fee and Planning Delivery Grant income.  If this led to a requirement to increase fees within National Parks then this would be most unfair on residents in National Parks and socially very divisive.  We welcome this proposal cautiously, particularly for National Parks that could set fees to relate to the special planning complexities in their areas. Care would be needed to ensure some consistency nationally and regionally in the levels at which fees are set, to ensure consistency across local authority boundaries. The danger otherwise would be that locally set fees would create confusion for those submitting applications.  It may be appropriate to set fees applying to all National Parks. See above answers to questions 1 and 2.

