
 
 
 
  
REPORT TO: Cabinet 13 July 2017 

LEAD OFFICER: Joint Director of Planning and Economic Development 
 

 
 

FORMATION OF A NEW PLANNING SERVICE FOR SOUTH CAMBRIDGESHIRE 
DISTRICT COUNCIL AND CAMBRIDGE CITY COUNCIL 

 
Purpose 

 
1. This report provides information regarding proposals for a new, transformed Planning 

Service between South Cambridgeshire District Council and Cambridge City Council. 
Approval of the Business Case is sought in line with the principles which were 
approved by this Council in April 2017. 

 
2. This is a key decision because  

 
(a) it results in the authority incurring expenditure which is, or the making of 

savings which are, significant having regard to this Council's budget for the 
service or function to which the decision relates; or   

(b) it is significant in terms of its effects on communities living or working in an 
area comprising two or more wards or electoral divisions in the area of the 
relevant local authority.  

 
and it was first published in the April 2017 Forward Plan. 

 
Recommendations 

 

3. It is recommended that Cabinet approves: 

1. The Business Case for the new Planning Service attached (see Appendix 1)  
 
2. That South Cambridgeshire District Council is agreed to be the Employing 

Authority for this shared service.   
 
3. That Delegated authority is given to the Director of Planning and Economic 

Development to deliver the phases of the proposal as set out in the Business 
Case. 

 
Reasons for Recommendations 

 
4. The main purposes of the new planning service are to provide improved services for 

customers while achieving efficiencies through joint working and increasing the 
resilience of the service.  

 
 
 
 



Background 
 

5. South Cambridgeshire District Council (‘SCDC’) and h Cambridge City Council (‘CCC’) 
have agreed the principle of working in partnership to deliver a range of shared 
services.  They have also agreed to the principle of moving to a fully integrated Shared 
Planning Service across SCDC and CCC Councils to deliver the suite of services 
consistent with their obligations as the Local Planning Authority for the two areas.  In 
Spring 2017, it was agreed that the project would proceed on the basis of a multi-
phased programme in line with a broad set of principles and an outline of the proposed 
management structure.  

 
6.      In Spring 2015 the following principles were agreed by members for the service:  
 

 Remaining close to customers in localities whilst considering a co-located 
strategy function. 

 A single portal for customers to support a streamlined service and deliver 
efficiencies for the more transactional services. 

 A single leadership post would be key to ensuring a strong link between 
strategy, policy and delivery and to manage the capacity of the workforce 
(Director appointed 2016). 

 Transport and the role of the County will need to be an integral and integrated 
part of the new approach. 

  
7. The City Council’s Strategy and Resources Scrutiny Committee in March 2017 added 

the following high level objectives: 
 

 To note the high-level objectives identified by the project team and invite them 
to consider adding to them the need to retain and support an understanding of 
Place in the way the Shared Service was structured, delivered and managed. 

 Noting the competitive market for planning staff, officers are asked to 
explore measures that would strengthen the retention and recruitment 
of planning staff. 

 
These points were then agreed by the SCDC Cabinet on 20 April 2017.   

 
Considerations 

8. The Greater Cambridge economy is one of the country’s most successful clusters and 
extremely important to the UK economy as a whole. 

This economic growth has been facilitated by partnership working across the two local 
authorities over a long period time, enabling significant housing growth extending 
across the boundaries of the two council areas. This close working was consolidated in 
a single spatial strategy, reflected in the two Local Plans which were developed in 
tandem. 

The Greater Cambridge area continues to be the subject of unprecedented growth 
pressures and economic interest and the two councils need to play effectively into 
national, sub national and sub-regional initiatives. This means that SCDC and CCC 
increasingly need to work together (and with others) to deploy scarce specialist 
resources on a range of planning and related strategy outcomes. 



9. The two councils currently manage a significant number of planning applications and 
related activities from discrete services, using two separate processes and systems. 

In addition, local communities and partner agencies are also seeking increased 
engagement with the Councils and their planning services on initiatives as diverse as 
Neighbourhood Planning Strategic Planning and Health. The creation of new 
communities/neighbourhoods of businesses and residents requires long term, cross 
boundary and multi-agency working joining up approaches at both the strategic and 
operational level.  

10.  With the expected growth of strategic planning, economic development and 
infrastructure initiatives (including City Deal) raising a need for continued cross 
boundary planning activities, the creation of a new joint planning service therefore 
provides a range of opportunities for both Council’s It is the next logical step to build on 
the successful partnership working of the past and make the most of the two council’s 
combined resources and specialist skills and to ensure we continue to deliver good 
outcomes for both council areas. 

11.  A Greater Cambridge planning service also provides unprecedented opportunities to 
attract talent and to grow and nurture skills amongst the existing teams. In recent 
years, both services have experienced movement of staff from one organisation to 
another by those seeking progression and career development. Ensuring efficient and 
consistent approaches to cross boundary growth has also led to duplication of staffing 
commitments to avoid/manage potential differences of approach between the 
organisations. The planning service for SCDC and CCC deals with over 7000 
applications, employs some 142 (FTE) either directly or indirectly and has a combined 
budget of £8.533 million for 2016/17. A significant contribution to that cost (£3.973m) is 
made by both regulated (nationally set fees) and locally derived (via charges for 
services) income. The current combined cost amounts to, £4,399 million. In 2017/18, 
the services expect to determine proposals for development with an estimated value in 
excess of £2bn and to secure development contributions in cash and in kind (notably 
Affordable Housing) worth over £100m.   

12.  Currently the two authorities deal with: 

 Planning policy and strategy 

 Neighbourhood Planning 

 Consultancy/specialist services relating to development activity 

 Planning and related Application Processing (including trees and Listed 
Building Consent) and decision making 

 Planning Enforcement  

 Support for corporate and sub-regional projects (City Deal/Duty to Co-
operate/Local Enterprise Partnership/Combined Authority support etc.) 

 Consultation and related responses on behalf of the local planning authorities 

 Economic Development (as defined by Corporate Plan) 

 Local Land Charges  
 
13 The benefits of the proposed new planning service are set out in the Business Case.  

These benefits include: 

 The creation of the capacity required to meet growing strategic planning and 
development enabling requirements without adversely impacting quality or 
community participation.  

 



 The scale and range of the service would be of regional/national significance 
and scale, capable of retaining, developing and recruiting talent.  

 Improved resilience provided through the scale and investment in the 
operational architecture of the service and the capacity to sustain and 
develop/market specialist roles which individually are not viable in the long 
term.  

 A single “way of working” for Greater Cambridge, benefiting customers and 
communities including cross boundary projects delivered efficiently by a single 
leadership team.    

 There are procurement and purchasing efficiencies to be realised for example 
through operating one ICT system in the medium term.  The new planning 
service would offer greater capacity to engage with developers and the 
community on strategic (long term) site development through more effective 
deployment of staff (senior and juniors), and support for a common system of 
programme management.    

 There would be improved capacity and flexibilities through a joint team which 
would enable it to represent Greater Cambridge’s interests in a wide range of 
national and sub national initiatives  

 
14. The potential dis-benefits that have been identified relate primarily to the potential 

disruption that can occur when new processes and procedures are introduced, 
particularly in relation to the impact on staff where uncertainty could lead to the loss of 
key staff.  These potential dis-benefits are recognised as risks, and mitigation 
measures are being put in place to ensure that delivery is carefully planned and 
managed. The attached business case therefore proposes the appointment for the 
duration of the project of an additional senior manager to support the joint Director in 
the delivery of this significant change programme. Alongside a phased approach to 
change, additional resources in project management and ongoing and continued 
engagement with staff, members and partners and the business case is aiming for full 
integration of the services to be achieved in line with a new ICT rollout - currently 
projected to be complete by December 2018. 

 
Options 

  
15.     These main options have been considered: 

 
1. Do Nothing - Continue with the current approach with a shared Director. Although 

beneficial this would not support the service delivery requirements and provide the 

capacity and resilience for future high quality growth and staff development. 

2. Create a Shared Management Team across both services - As above, but 

would create and overall strategic management structure, although beneficial this 

would not improve significantly the ability to deploy resources flexibly and would 

limit the opportunity to offer a “best in UK” staff development opportunity.   

3. Develop a new Fully Integrated Planning Service – This provides the greatest 

opportunity to deliver quality outcomes in the context of the scale of growth by 

creating the capacity required to meet planning and development requirements 

and will maximise opportunities for staff development and career progression.   

This also allows the service to work within a single suite of operational 

systems/protocols and provides the potential for benefits through improved and 

common processes understandable to all users – and potential future partners.   



4. Shared Service with other/additional partners – With a history of other shared 

services and strong links between SCDC and CCC the two-way partnership could 

have been enlarged. Lessons from the 3C service roll out (and other national 

projects) suggest that additional partners have the potential to increase the risk of 

adverse impacts during implementation – and create complexity. The principles 

underpinning the service and proposed roll out of ICT and workflows will be 

designed to enable future partnerships with the new service, once it has been 

successfully implemented. The risks to continued delivery of quality and timely 

planning outcomes during implementation mean that this option is not being 

recommended at this time.   

 
Implications 

 
Financial 
 

16. The business case attached to this report includes a broad financial strategy identifying 
areas where in future, the 15% reduction in net cost of the service – consistent for all 
joint services - might be derived. Given the broad range of objectives for the new joint 
service, these reductions in net cost are not expected to be explored at the expense of 
the increased capabilities, and quality of outcome that form equally important 
objectives for the service.  

 
17. The scale of the service and its critical role in leveraging investment and delivering 

corporate priorities around quality affordable homes, and sustainable economic growth 
justifies some initial investment in the implementation phase. This is consistent with 
reducing risks to existing projects and maintaining services to exiting communities 
throughout the phased implementation process. Whilst therefore the financial strategy, 
targeting the reduction in duplication, improved productivity and exploring opportunities 
for improved cost recovery mean that there is confidence that net cost can be reduced 
in the medium term, this is not expected to be realised in year 1 of the project.  

 
18. The earlier report in Spring 2017, noted that additional investment in the resources to 

deliver the new service would be generated from within the service by a proposed 
national 20% increase in planning fees. The additional costs primarily associated with 
additional dedicated staffing detailed in the business case can still be contained within 
this projected envelope subject to government continued commitment to a change in 
planning fees post general election. If this funding (scheduled originally in July 2017) is 
not now available, a further bid to respective transformation funding will be required, or 
alternatively the project will need to be re-scoped to extend the implementation 
timetable.  

 
19. The existing separate budgets for planning services are complicated by the variations 

in structure, income and the significant fixed costs associated with staff.  Initially 
therefore it is proposed to simply and combine the budgets. Officers will nevertheless 
be exploring the opportunities for 2018/19 as to how the cost risks are to be managed 
in the future with the finance teams and how future costs and income derived from the 
service are to be disbursed between the two Councils.  

 
Legal 

20. 3C Legal Services has been identified as a workstream of this project and will be 
liaised where necessary during the life of this project.   

 
 



Staffing 
21.   It is proposed that SCDC will become the Employing Authority for the new planning 

service.  The staff survey undertaken during Spring 2017 has identified a range of 
priorities for all employees as well as providing insight into the benefits and dis-benefits 
of working for the two employers. Providing certainty for all staff, including managers 
nevertheless means that a priority for the service now is to fill the management tiers 
within the service later in the year. In addition to providing additional capacity to 
engage with staff on the design of the new service, this will also enable the design of 
new role profiles to begin, in time for implementation of the phase 2 re-structure 
proposals.  The transfer of all affected staff to a single employer by February 2018 is 
also proposed to facilitate effective engagement around the review of role profiles in 
phase 2. Whilst it is anticipated that all affected staff will transfer to the Employing 
Authority by February 2018, it is not expected at this stage that wholesale re-structures 
will take place at the same time and will be staged accordance with service need.  
Formal consultation with Unions and Staff is therefore proposed to take place from 
August through September 2017 in accordance with each Councils policy on 
consultation. The consultation will be in respect of the proposed TUPE arrangements 
and the new management structure. 

 
Risk Management 

22.    A risk register is in place and will be reviewed throughout the project.  
 

Equality and Diversity   
23.  An EQIA has been carried out for this project and has been updated to reflect this         

proposal. The proposed joint planning service detailed in the business case is not 
expected to result in any different impacts.  

 
Climate Change 

24. A potential reduction in accommodation and energy use associated will greater mobility 
amongst the service may have a positive impact alongside reduced staffing duplication 
at meetings on cross boundary projects. The implementation of a new workflow system 
at scale, and deployment of digital ways of working through the procurement of a new 
ICT solution will have potential benefits on significant paper consumption within the 
service. Potential negative impact from initial increases in travel by managers and staff 
between offices will be offset by gains through more agile and flexible working. 
  

Consultation responses 
25.  This will be conducted in accordance with the respective Councils’ agreed policies.      

Briefings have been held for staff and Members for each Council.    
 

Effect on Strategic Aims 
26.    This project will assist in meeting the following corporate objectives related to Homes 

for the Future and Connected Communities 
 
Background Papers 
 
The following background papers were used in the preparation of this report: 
Shared Service Overview – Cabinet – 9 July 2015 
Progress Update on Shared Planning Service – Cabinet – 20 April 2017 
 
Report Author:  Stephen Kelly – Joint Director of Planning and Economic Development 

Telephone: (01954) 713350  
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