
 

 

 

Report To: Planning Portfolio Holder 3 February 2015
Lead Officer: Jo Mills 

Pre-application advice service
Purpose

1. To review the current processes and associated fees for providing pre-application 
advice. In particular, the timeliness and quality of the service provided and the 
potential for increasing existing charging rates. This is to ensure that:

(a) Applicants/agents are encouraged to request pre-application advice and continue 
to receive a high-class service; and 

(b) Income generated through the pre-application charging structure fully recovers 
the cost of providing the service.

2. This is a key decision because it results in the authority generating income which is 
significant having regard to this Council’s budget for the service. 

Recommendations

3. It is recommended that the Planning Portfolio Holder (PPH) 

approves the:

(a) revised fee structure for pre-application advice as set out at Appendix 2;
(b) introduction of a one-off meeting service in addition to the existing service;
(c) cessation of the existing free written permitted development advice service 

with the retention of the Planning Duty Officer service to provide up to 15 
minutes of free verbal advice; 

(d) The above changes to be implemented from 1 April 2015; and 

Endorses the increase in fees and recommends that Cabinet approves the increase 
in fees at its next meeting on 12 February 2015 to be introduced on 1 April 2015 as 
the new fees are likely to generate an annual increase in income of more than 
£50,000.

Reasons for Recommendations

4. The delivery of a reliable, well-regarded value for money and cost-effective pre-
application advice service is important to help support and facilitate the timely delivery 
of acceptable and appropriate development.

5. The Council has reviewed its charges against those of comparable authorities and 
the schemes adopted by both Cambridge City and Cambridgeshire County Council. 
Both these Councils carried out an assessment of cost and benchmarked against 
other authorities.



6. The existing charging structure is set out in Appendix 1. The proposed charging 
structure is set out in Appendix 2. This is considered to generate a level of income 
that reflects the cost of the service, and will help to provide the service with necessary 
resources. 

Executive Summary

7. One of the aims of phase 1 of the Development Control Improvement Plan (DCIP) 
has been to review the Council’s pre-application advice service. This has identified 
the potential for different levels of advice tailored to meet customers’ needs. In 
addition, the fees charged for this service have remained unaltered since 2012. The 
matter was previously considered at the Planning and Economic Development 
Portfolio Holder’s meeting in June 2014. The outcome of this meeting was to defer 
any increase in fees pending a full review of the quality and timeliness of the service 
as a whole.

8. In response to requests particularly from the Agents Forum, officers have put a 
strategy in place to improve delivery of the service. This has involved a) dealing with 
the on hand pre-applications as a matter of priority; followed by b)the introduction of a 
set of new procedures; c)reconsidering the proposed fee increases and d) future 
improvements to the service.

9. Measures to improve the timeliness and quality of advice have now been 
implemented. The issues raised by planning agents have largely been addressed. 
Customers have indicated that they are willing to pay more if the quality of the pre-
application service improves. The introduction of a one-off meeting service is 
proposed in addition to the existing service. In the light of the improvements to the 
service and continuing pressures for growth, officers consider that an increase in fees 
is now justified. This is on a slightly modified basis to those previously proposed. 

10. The increase in fees is estimated to be in the region of £114,000 over the period 
2015-2016 and will help the income/savings target set for the planning service.

Background

11. Since 2009, the Council has been providing formal pre-application advice to 
applicants, developers and their agents. This process is intended to speed up the 
progress of subsequent planning and related applications, improve the quality of 
development and provide more certainty in the outcome of applications. It also 
provides the Council with fee income to offset the time providing the service and 
potentially saves developers wasted effort and costs by not pursuing abortive 
schemes.

12. The Council received 883 requests for pre-application advice in 2014. This was the 
highest annual total to date and was an 11% increase on the previous year. The 
number of paid-for requests was approximately 550. (A number of schemes are 
exempt from payment – see paragraph 44 below).

13. As part of DCIP, there has been a project to review the overall pre-application 
service. The outcome of this has been to identify the potential for different levels of 
advice tailored to meet customers’ needs. Four different elements have been 
identified.



(a) Continuing the existing long-established procedure whereby applicants can 
request either formal written advice or a meeting followed by a formal written 
response;

(b) Introducing a “one-off” or single meeting request, which agents have requested. 
This would allow the applicant/agent to come in to the office and speak to an 
officer about a specific matter, perhaps where only the principle of development is 
the issue. Such meetings are only likely to last an hour or so and would be 
followed up with an agreed informal note at the end of the meeting;

(c) Extending the use of Planning Performance Agreements (PPA’s) to all major 
applications. PPA’s help create a shared vision, a set of objectives, timeline and 
resource plan for the processing and determination of a planning application. 
They also allow the local planning authority to agree fees for providing advice 
throughout the process from pre-application through to delivery on site and enable 
all parties to better plan their resources and target them according to an agreed 
programme of works These agreements have been used by the New 
Communities Team on strategic sites such as Northstowe, NW Cambridge, Wing 
and Darwin Green.

(d) Introducing a “premium” service, whereby applicants can request a ‘next-day’ site 
visit. Such a scheme would command higher charges given the higher level of 
customer service being offered. This service was suggested through the 
Conservation Review and reported to Scrutiny Committee in April 2014, and is 
offered by some local authorities. To date this has been held in abeyance in that 
team, pending the full recruitment of the Consultancy Team and the Business 
Excellence Manager. It will now be explored further over the coming 3-6 months.

14. The Council introduced fees for pre-application advice in 2009. It introduced PPAs in 
2011 and last reviewed and increased the schedule of charges for pre-application 
advice in March 2012.  

15. Since the Council's last review of fees, Cambridgeshire County Council has 
introduced pre-application charges where it is asked to give advice (e.g. highway 
safety issues). The Environment Agency has also set pre-application fees of £80.00 
per hour and has requested that these fees be factored into any new PPA.

16. On 11 June 2014, the EDPH considered a report on revisions to the pre-application 
charging structure. At that meeting, those present discussed a number of aspects of 
the scheme.  These included the need to promote the scheme more as a service, not 
just to agents, but to applicants as well.  The principal message had to be that the 
right advice provided at the right time would save applicants both time and money. 

17. The ability to achieve a next-day service and the value for money was debated. Our 
aspiration is to be one of the country’s leading local planning authorities, and we 
recognised it is important to establish the principle first and then to build on it later. 

18. Following discussion, the EDPH approved:

(a) A revised fee structure for pre-application advice as set out in the report from the   
Planning and New Communities Director;

(b) Revised hourly rates for the growth sites and other sites where Planning 
Performance Agreements are used;



(c) Charging for previously 'free of charge' categories identified in the report, namely 
works needing just listed building consent, demolition of buildings in a 
conservation area, works to trees, discharge of conditions and applications by 
small businesses;

(d) The revised fee structure to be implemented from 1 July 2014 other than for the 
types of application that are not currently charged for listed in (c) above;

(e) A six-week consultation period with planning agents on the application types the 
Council has not previously charged for and for the responses to consultation to be 
considered by the Portfolio Holder before agreeing their introduction on 1 October 
2014;

(f) A six-week consultation period with planning agents on the proposed “one-off” 
meeting to provide advice and for the responses to consultation to be considered 
by the Portfolio Holder before agreeing their introduction on 1 October 2014; and

(g) A further report, to the new Planning Portfolio Holder at a meeting not before 
September 2014 detailing the results of consultation and evidence of improved 
service provision.

19. The Planning and Economic Development Portfolio Holder decided that Parish or 
Community Councils should continue to be exempt from charge.

20. Officers duly acted upon the concerns discussed at the meeting relating to the need 
for an improved pre-application service. Notwithstanding the approval of a revised fee 
structure to be implemented from 1 July 2014 as set out in paragraph 15 (d) above, 
no changes have been made to the charging levels that have been in place since 
2011. Instead officers have sought to improve the quality and timeliness of the 
service so that any increase in fees can be properly justified.

Considerations

21. On 11 July 2014, members of the Agents Forum were consulted on the proposed fee 
increases and the introduction of a one-off meeting as set out in paragraph 16 (e) and 
(f) above. Members and parish councils were consulted through the weekly bulletin.  
Responses were received from 15 agents. The key points raised can be summarised 
as follows:

• The service takes too long
• No consistency in the advice given
• Poor history in giving listed building advice
• Remove target times for applications, thus allowing more time for pre-application 

advice
• The proposed householder advice charges are too high and will deter people from 

using the service
• More resources are required
• Officers need to be better skilled
• Members should show more trust and agree with their professional officers when 

advice has been given
• The pre-application service can represent value for money

22. As part of the ongoing pre-application advice project officers have processed mapped 
the existing service. Concerns raised, not just by planning agents, but also by 
officers, have been fully evaluated and a decision was taken to improve the quality of 



advice and timeliness of the service through a structured programme. The adopted 
approach was to:

(a) First deal with all the on hand pre-application schemes;

(b) Formulate and implement a set of new interim procedures;

(c) Reconsider the proposed fee increases; and

(d) Consider further on-going and longer-term improvements to the service.

23. (a) The backlog of applications

At the beginning of July 2014, there we re some 300 requests for pre-application 
advice that remained to be closed. A target of no more than150 was considered to be 
reasonable given around 75 new requests are received each month. Officers were 
contacted all of their customers and agreed the level of advice required and a date by 
which that advice would be given. By mid-October the number of outstanding 
requests had been halved to approximately 150. At the time of drafting this report the 
figure was down to approximately 130. Given the steady increase in the number of 
requests in 2014 compared with 2013, this has represented a considerable speeding 
up of service delivery.

24. (b) New interim measures

As well as dealing with the on hand cases, a new set of procedures were formulated 
for providing pre-application advice. On 24 September 2014, a workshop was held 
with planning officers across both the Planning and New Communities service to 
explain and implement these new procedures. Planning officers agreed these 
changes and a “soft” re-launch of the service was implemented from 1 October 2014.

25. Underlying these new procedures has been the need for a new culture and a genuine 
desire to improve. The key changes implemented from 1 October are:

• More defined timescales at various stages of the process
• Quicker allocation by team leaders (target 2 working days from receipt)
• Written acknowledgements of all applications setting out what the customer can 

expect (target 3 working days from receipt)
• Case officers making early telephone customer contact (target 8 working days 

from receipt)
• Case officer providing a more tailored service to what the customer actually wants
• Agreement as to when the advice will be provided and providing a project 

management approach particularly on the larger applications
• Encouraging the use of PPAs on major developments (particularly those over 50 

dwellings and where possible all major schemes i.e. over 9 dwellings or 1000 
sq.m of floorspace)

• Provision of written responses to all householder pre-application enquiries within 
23 working days of receipt. (This is approximately half the statutory period for 
dealing with householder planning applications and reflects the fact that no formal 
consultation is undertaken).

• Revised response letters to provide a clear response and improve consistency 
and quality of advice

• Better use of the APAS planning system to assist with monitoring of the service
• Introduction of a worksheet to help with workflow and monitoring



• Feedback forms (as with planning applications) to seek comments on the service 
and to help further improvements where necessary

26. These changes were presented to the subsequent meeting of the Agents Forum on 
20 October 2014. These changes had not been implemented long enough for agents 
to comment on them specifically but they hoped they would address their concerns 
about a generally poor level of communication from planning officers in response to 
telephone calls and email requests. The idea of one-off meetings was supported.

27. A further update was given to the Agents Forum on 12 January 2015.which received 
a more positive response. Officers highlighted the need to increase fees to meet the 
costs of providing the service and that their concern about the extent of any increase 
for giving householder advice would be addressed. (see paragraphs 40-42 below).

28. Officers are satisfied that the changes outlined in paragraph 24 above are being 
suitably implemented. The service is now being delivered in a more timely fashion 
with much improved levels of communication. Complaints have reduced and only one 
complaint (regarding a long-standing pre-application request) has been received 
since October 2014. Positive feedback is also being received since customer 
satisfaction forms were introduced at the start of this year.

29. The remaining concerns raised by agents last year can be answered as follows:

(a) The poor history in giving listed building advice has been addressed with the 
introduction of the new Consultancy Unit. All requests for listed building advice 
are now logged as pre-application requests, overseen by the planning case 
officer. This ensures that all advice requiring both a planning and listed building 
input creates a balanced and timely response which addresses all of the relevant 
issues. Officers have not received any complaints about the quality of heritage 
advice since the Unit was established. Indeed at the recent Agents Forum on 20 
October, a number of agents complimented the Consultancy Conservation 
Officers for the timely and pragmatic approaches that were now been employed.

(b) In the past officers have perhaps been unsure as to their priorities and it has now 
been made clear that the pre-application process is a fundamental part of the 
development management approach to the timely consideration of planning 
applications and delivery of development. Officers are therefore required to 
manage their workloads to give greater priority to pre-application advice with 
support from their team leaders.

(c) More resources have been agreed and this has recently led to the appointment of 
two new Principal Planning Officers in Development Control. As both 
appointments were the result of internal promotion, there is still a need to backfill 
existing posts. In order to maintain a reasonable level of resource, temporary 
agency staff have been employed until posts are filled on a permanent basis.

(d) The introduction of the new Consultancy Unit included training for planning 
officers on heritage matters. Coupled with this an advice manual has been 
produced. Planning officers have confirmed this has improved their skills an 
confidence in this area. Further training on other matters such as ecology and 
landscape is planned.   

(e) The concerns regarding poor communication generally should be helped by the 
recent introduction of group pick-up and forwarding for telephone calls across the 
service. This reduces the need for voice mail and the black-hole syndrome that it 



has sometimes been called with calls not being answered. Officers have received 
clear guidance on this and the feedback from the Contact Centre is confirming 
that they are receiving considerably fewer requests for ‘call backs’ from planning 
officers.

30. Officers have continued to monitor the new changes. It has since been agreed that 
team leaders will now sign off all requests for advice on major and minor applications. 
In addition, planning officers are encouraged to have their responses on the usually 
less problematical householder advice checked by a colleague. This additional 
measure will help improve the quality and consistency of advice. 

31. (c) Proposed fee increases 

Officers have given further consideration to the proposed fees and in response to 
feedback have simplified the fee structure. In addition, further consideration has been 
given as to whether the previously approved increase in householder fees is justified. 
Many listed building requests go in tandem with these sorts of requests and thus the 
two have been considered together.

32. The fees have generally been calculated using an hourly rate appropriate to the 
complexity of the application and the level of staff typically required undertaking the 
work. The fees do not include the extended use of Planning Performance 
Agreements which are to be encouraged for all pre-application advice where major 
applications are proposed. This is predicted to bring in an addition income of 
approximately, £30,000. In addition, applicants/developers are also being encouraged 
to use the Design and Enabling Panel where appropriate (and pay the appropriate 
fee).

33. Following feedback from the Agents Forum, it is proposed to introduce a new fee for 
a one-off pre-application meeting within the office to discuss a potential planning 
application. There will be an agreed note of the meeting, but no detailed formal 
written advice will be given.

34. We are not yet in a position to introduce a “premium” service at present. Our focus is 
continuing to improve and maintain the delivery of our existing service. This will be 
considered in due course (next 3-6 months) by the Business Excellence Manager for 
which we are currently recruiting.

35. As before, it is proposed that advice on the need for planning permission (“permitted 
development advice”) will no longer be provided as formal pre-application advice. 
Instead, applicants can still receive such advice without a fee either through the duty 
officer system, or be referring to the planning portal. If a formal written opinion is 
required, applicants will be asked to submit an application for a Lawful Development 
Certificate (LDC). It will also be possible for applicants to discuss the need for 
planning permission as part of any formal one-off meeting with a planning officer. 
Many authorities don’t provide this type of free advice and instead have adopted the 
procedure now proposed. 

36. Customers recognise that Councils need to recover the costs of the services they 
offer and they have indicated that they are willing to pay more if the quality of the pre-
application service improves. In the light of the improvements to the service already 
highlighted in this report, officers consider that an increase in fees is now justified 
Following a further simplification of the charging structure the revised table of charges 
is set out in appendix 2. A list of existing charges is provided for comparison in 
appendix 1.



37. Officers have estimated the likely increase in fees if the above changes are 
implemented. This is set out in appendix 3.It excludes the fees for the growth sites 
which are currently recorded separately as that income is already being used to fund 
posts. In essence, the estimates are based on three possible scenarios depending on 
the number of pre-application requests received. It is possible that an increase in fees 
could result in some reduction in the number of requests. However, the number of 
requests where a fee is involved would also rise with the payment of fees for listed 
building requests as these are not charged at present. If it is agreed that permitted 
development enquiries will also cease, scenario 2 based on 550 paid-for requests per 
annum still represents a fair reflection of potential income.

38. The estimated income for the current financial year based on the assumptions in 
appendix 3 and approximately 550 paid-for applications is approximately £76,000. 
The total for the last financial year was £62,000 and the amount received so far for 
this year with just under one quarter left is £58,000. With the proposed increase in 
charges the estimated income for the next financial year using scenario 2 is 
approximately £185,000. As a result of no longer providing free permitted 
development advice, it is estimated that up to an additional £5000 may be received in 
LDC fees. This represents a total increase in income over the estimate for this 
financial year of about £114,000.

39. This figure also ignores additional income that might arise from the introduction of 
single one-off meetings. This may add a further £2,500, although conversely it may 
also result in other types of pre-application advice not being sought. The potential 
income from this is therefore put to one side.

40. While fees should normally reflect the time and seniority of an officer, concerns that 
the householder service may no longer be used have been reassessed. To this end, 
officers agree that the previously proposed charges would have deterred some 
applicants from using the service. The existing charges for written advice only are 
now £42 and those for a meeting as well are £60. The previously suggested rates 
were raised to £156 for written advice only and £258 where a meeting is requested.  
The cost of a planning application is currently £172 and given that the refusal of an 
application normally entitles the applicant to a free go, there is every likelihood that 
pre-application advice would not be sought.

41. The proposed revised proposed charges for written advice are now £96 and for 
written advice and meetings is £120. This means that the service provided is still 
effectively being subsidised given the amount of officer time involved. Householder 
advice currently accounts for approximately 35% of all requests for advice and based 
on the estimates in appendix 1, the proposed fees for householder pre-apps will 
produce an additional £11,550 over the next year.

42. It remains important we engage with applicants at pre-application stage so that the 
timeliness and quality of subsequent planning applications is maintained. 
Significantly, Cambridge City Council does not provide written pre-application advice 
on householder applications and relies on its Duty Officer system instead. South 
Cambs officers already provide up to 15 minutes free advice through the Duty Officer 
system so the written advice service provides an additional as well as a more specific 
and customer focussed service.

43. The ability to provide a more timely delivery of advice will also be improved following 
the recent appointment of two new Principal Planning Officers into the Development 
Control service. Some backfilling of what are now vacant Senior Planning Officer 



posts is still required but once filled there will be a greater overall resource to provide 
advice. It should be noted that this additional resource has been provided given the 
increased demand for new growth in the district and an assumption that an increase 
in income (or other savings) will be possible.

44. The following pre-application advice will continue to be provided free of charge:

 Development for or on behalf of parish and community councils
 Development required for the needs of disabled people (in line with the planning 

application exemption fee).
 Permitted development proposals caught by Article 4 directions (a direction 

removing permitted development rights for specific development over a particular 
area (e.g. removing the right to erect porches on a row of terraced dwellings 
where a porch, which would normally not require specific planning permission, 
may harm the quality of the street scene).

 Permitted development proposals that require planning permission following the 
removal of rights by planning conditions(s) (i.e. where a condition on a planning 
permission has restricted development that without the condition could go ahead 
without  needing to first obtain specific panning permission such as the 
conversion of an integral garage to a living area.)

 Advice on trees. Following more detailed discussions with the Council’s Tree 
Officer it is not considered appropriate to charge for this service. Unlike 
development proposals where owners choose to carry out works, owners of trees 
often do not have that same choice.  Trees are living, growing organisms 
susceptible to weather, disease etc. Charging for advice would, in the Tree 
Officer’s opinion and experience, deter owners from seeking advice, often 
resulting in inappropriate works or no works happening when it is needed.

45. (d)  Future improvements

Future improvements will include the following measures:

• Customer satisfaction within the scheme will continue to be measured by 
regular surveys of those using the service, as well as seeking feedback at the 
quarterly Agents Forum.  Feedback forms are now being returned and any 
adverse comments will be addressed. Results from surveys will be included in 
the performance reports to the next Planning Portfolio Holder Meeting.

• Updating and improving information on the Council’s website. This has 
already begun. The drafting of a revised application form to improve the 
quality of submission as well as to allow officers to give more tailored and 
proportionate advice is also to be done. This will be completed before any 
proposed changes are introduced before 1 April 2015, subject to Cabinet’s 
decision on this matter.

• Similarly, improved guidance for both planning officers and applicants to 
encourage  the use of PPA’s. 

• Future improvements to the APAS planning system (Build 78) will enable the 
pre-application module to be updated. This will provide a better system for 
performance monitoring. 

• Encouraging electronic submissions either on-line or through the Planning 
Portal when this becomes possible. This will reduce the need for 
scanning/copying applications and make better use of staff resources



Options

46. The following options are suggested:

 To continue with the existing level and types of pre-application advice and 
schedule of charges;

 To introduce a new one-off or single meeting;

 To implement the new fee schedule as set out in appendix 2. It is suggested 
these increases are applied on or after 1 April 2015 to ensure the ongoing 
improvements to the service are maintained;

 To consult on and/or introduce a “premium” or fast-track service for pre-
application advice once the ongoing of changes have been made. – As above, 
this proposal should be brought back to the Portfolio Holder in a future report. 
As such it is not recommended as an option at present.

Implications

47. In the writing of this report, taking into account financial, legal, staffing, risk 
management, equality and diversity, climate change, community safety and any other 
key issues, the following implications have been considered: -

  
Financial

48. The Planning and New Communities Service Plan 2015-16 has an income/savings 
target of £100,000 arising from the DCIP. The proposals involve a full review 
of the fees schedules to reflect the cost of providing advice. It results in an estimated 
increase in income of approximately £114,000. 

49. The second key change involves the extended use of Planning Performance 
Agreements which are predicted to bring in an addition income of approximately, 
£30,000.

50. For clarity of accountancy, both of the above estimates exclude projected fee income 
from the growth sites, which are currently recorded separately. 

Legal
51.  None

Staffing

52. Two new Principal Planning Officer posts have already been created to help deal with 
the increased demand for growth in the district. 

Risk Management
53. Risks will be managed through the Planning and New Communities Risk Register 

and in particular risk associated with meeting the demands for increased numbers of 
planning enquiries.

Equality and Diversity
54. None



Climate Change
55. None

Consultation responses (including from the Youth Council)

56. Consultation has taken place with planning staff and the Agents Forum. The 
responses are identified and considered between paragraphs 18 and 24 above.

Effect on Strategic Aims

Aim 1 - Engagement: Engage with residents, parishes and businesses to ensure we 
deliver first class services and value for money. 

57. An improved and quality pre-application advice service will help deliver a first class 
and value for money planning service.

Aim 2 - Partnerships: Work with partners to create opportunities for employment, 
enterprise, education and world-leading innovation

58. The pre-application advice service is intended to allow developers and planning 
officers to work together along with parish councils as appropriate to bring forward 
quality development. This in turn will assist in creating opportunities for employment, 
enterprise, education and world-leading innovation.

Aim 3 - Wellbeing: Ensure that South Cambridgeshire continues to offer an 
outstanding quality of life for our residents 

59. The delivery of high-quality development will help improve the quality of life for 
residents.
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