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1.0  Foreword 
 
1.1 It is with great pleasure that we present the first Blaenau Gwent Annual Performance 

Report for the planning service. The information in this report has been compiled to 
give the reader an overview of the performance of the Development Management and 
European & Planning Policy teams for the financial year April 2014 to March 2015. 
 

1.2 The planning service is located in the Environment and Regeneration Department and 
work with colleagues across the Council and outside organisations to make the 
environment of Blaenau Gwent vibrant and attractive. 
 

1.3 The period covered by this APR has been a challenging one in many ways. However, the 
data confirms that the services provided by the Council are comparable with any in 
Wales despite the relatively small team and limited resources.  
 

1.4 Along with our officers, we remain committed to a programme of continuous 
improvement and will listen to the comments made in the public consultation as well 
as addressing the areas that have been highlighted as being in need of improvement. 
We will also rise to the challenges of the new Wales Planning Bill as its full impact 
becomes apparent in the year ahead. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Denis Owens     Graham Bartlett 
Cllr Denis Owens     Cllr Graham Bartlett 

 Chair of Planning Committee    Executive Member: Economy 
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Healthy 
Healthy behaviour and lifestyle 

Mental health and well-being 
Chronic health conditions 

Vulnerable people 
Independent living 

2.9 The Local Development Plan: Blaenau Gwent adopted its Local Development Plan in 
November 2012. It covers the period to 2021.  This replaced the Unitary Development 
Plan which covered the period to 2011. 

 
2.10 The LDP sets out the context and challenges for the f
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2.13 The Corporate Improvement Plan (CIP) sets out the Council’s overall plan for the 5-year 
term from 2012-2017.  It is the Council’s business plan and links to the Community 
Strategy’s themes.  The three high level outcomes that the Council is striving to 
positively impact on are: 

 

 Children and young people’s learning achievement levels are maximised 

 People and communities are enabled to help themselves 

 
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3.0 Blaenau Gwent Planning Service 
 

3.1 Structure 
 

3.2 The planning service comprises the Development Management and the European & 
Policy Teams. Along with Building Control they sit within Development Services, an 
integral part of the Technical Services Division of the Environment and Regeneration 
Department. The high level structure of the Council is shown in fig 1. 
 
fig 1. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.3 Both the policy and development management functions report to the Service 

Manager Development and are located in Blaina District Office, remote from the 
remainder of the Technical Services Division located in Baldwin House, Ebbw Vale. The 
structure of the Development Team is shown in fig 2. 

 
 

  fig 2. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.4 The other half of the department reports to the Head of Public Services which includes 

environmental health, licensing, regeneration, waste, former DLO and catering. These 
services are located either in the Civic Centre, Ebbw Vale or the Barleyfields Depot, 
Brynmawr.  

 

Chief 
Executive 

Corp Director 
 

Social Services 
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3.5 Constitutionally and politically, the planning function is split. The planning policy service 
is the responsibility of the Executive Member: Economy and its attendant Scrutiny 
Committee. Development Management is a non-executive function reporting directly 
to the Chair and Planning Committee. 

 
3.6 Finance 
 

3.7 In line with the wider economic climate, planning application numbers and hence 
income has seen a downward trend over the past 6 years. Development Management 
has been operating at a financial deficit. The balance between budgeted income and 
actual income has been exacerbated by the fact that WG chose not to uplift planning 
fees in the period between 2009 and 2015 yet the budgeted income rose in line with 
inflation. Taken with the fall in build rates and application numbers, the service has 
found itself in the difficult position of not being able to meet financial expectations for 
reasons completely out of its control.  

 
3.8 Income peaked in 2013 largely due to the outline application for the Circuit of Wales. 

Discussions are ongoing around revising the 



-- 9 -- 

 

for the first year was modest (£8.5K) but it has helped to bridge the deficit in overall fee 
income. There is also anecdotal evidence that it has “weeded out” purely speculative 
enquiries.  

 
3.10 In response to the budget deficit and a reduction in staff numbers, the DM team was 

reorganised during 2014. The decision was taken to stop pro-active site compliance 
monitoring. This decision was not taken lightly but was unavoidable. Resources are 
being directed at the core, statutory elements of the service. The enforcement service 
is now complaint driven, fulfilling statutory obligations. The loss of the compliance 
monitoring element has led to a drop in income of circa £25K pa which was being 
generated from retrospective applications resulting from work not in compliance with 
planning permissions. One can only speculate whether breaches that were being 
detected continue un-investigated. 

 
3.11 Nowhere is the lack of capacity felt more than in the Planning Policy Team which 

consists of 2.8 FTE’s responsible of the forward planning service. To take advantage of 
shared capacity, we are working with Torfaen on a viability study for CIL. We have also 
worked with neighbouring LPA’s, taking the lead on a new SPG for onshore wind 
turbine related development in the A465 corridor and with Carms CC on mineral 
related work. This has proved to be an efficient use of scarce resources. As we move 
toward greater collaboration and local government reorganisation, other issues will 
need to be faced such as office re-location, merging staff structures and IT provision.  

 
3.12 Financial planning is challenging. Not only is the Council facing unprecedented 

budgetary pressures, the planning service has to plan for two scenarios; one where the 
Circuit of Wales development proceeds bringing with it significant work and fees and 
one where it does not. Outline planning permission has been granted (subject to s106) 
and if non planning issues around common land and financial sustainability are 
resolved, if the scheme proceeds it will present significant challenges to the service. 
Delivering the project is a corporate priority and the structure of the teams may need 
to be revisited once there is more certainty. 

  
3.13 Staffing 
 
3.14 Both the DM and Policy teams have small but relatively stable structures with limited 

turnover in recent years. One officer left DM for another LPA and one in the Policy 
team was re-designated to another service area following a departmental restructure. 
This stability has enabled good business continuity with staff able to be dedicated to 
major projects such as The Works, Circuit of Wales and a tranche of renewable energy 
applications. The inevitable disruption caused by high staff turnover (and the 
associated cost) has been largely avoided but the relatively small nature of the teams 
presents challenges in terms of business continuity/resilience during periods of staff 
absence/sickness. 

 
3.15 The immediate issue facing the Policy team is the potential reorganisation of the 

European funding advice team. An option for its re-location to the Regeneration Team 
would result in the loss of 2 members from the existing Policy team of 5. The remaining 
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3 officers (2.8 FTE’s) who dedicate time to planning policy work are preparing for a 
likely full review of the LDP next year and with one of the officers on reduced hours, 
options are being considered as to how this can be best achieved to deliver a significant 
piece of work to the strict timescales imposed. 

 
3.16 In DM, the staff structure is currently at full strength. During 2014, the previous team 

structure that comprised an enforcement team and an applications team was 
abandoned in favour of an area team approach. Each area team is headed by a 
principal officer and is responsible for all DM and enforcement work in their respective 
areas of the borough. The new approach is still bedding in. Unfortunately the change of 
approach coincided with an officer leaving, a maternity leave and a glut of major 
renewable energy applications which resulted in one principal officer having to 
dedicate most of her time to duties outside that of the team leader role. However, the 
new approach is now paying dividends with strong performance being returned in most 
areas. An additional maternity leave is imminent and whilst approval was given to 
appoint a 12 month fixed term replacement, recruitment has not proved successful.  
We are currently looking at an alternative solution via a review of current 
responsibilities to cover the period of absence 

 
3.17 At the time of writing, the Council is implementing its new Business Support initiative. 

This has involved identifying all posts across the Council that contribute to the 
a
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4.0 The Blaenau Gwent Narrative 
 

4.1 Workload  - Policy 
Having adopted the LDP in 2012 the focus of planning policy work has been on keeping 
information on the area up to date through annual studies, the publication of Annual 
Monitoring Reports, adoption of SPGs and responding to planning applications and 
enquiries.  
 

4.2 Since adoption, two successive Annual Monitoring Reports (AMR’s) have been 
submitted to Welsh Government on time. Both AMR’s have found that there is no 
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workload increases year on year. In addition, work also continues to go unrecorded in 
national PI’s e.g. EIA screening opinions which are both time consuming and non-fee 
earning. 

 
fig  4. 
 

Financial 
Year 
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Wales. This one stop development team approach can be replicated as and when 
required calling on the expertise of environmental health, highways, drainage, 
regeneration, finance, estates, ecology, landscape, rights of way, estates and others. 
 

4.11 Enforcement activity has decreased in recent years. This has been due to the need to 
concentrate on core, statutory elements of the service. The teams were restructured 
and the service is complaint driven. The risk is that developments not being carried out 
in accordance with approved plans or in breach of conditions are not being picked up. 
However, given current staff capacity, reactive and statutory enforcement is the only 
realistic service option. 
 

fig 5. 

 
Financial Year Complaints 

2005-2006 390 

2006-2007 415 

2007-2008 392 

2008-2009 338 

2009-2010 325 

2010-2011 290 

2011-2012 272 

2012-2013 231 

2013-2014 257 

2014-2015 208 

Average 312 

 
 

4.12 Service improvement.   
Our current Business Plan identifies a number of key actions to deliver service 
improvement and efficiency. The headline priorities are: 
 

Ref Priority RAG Comment 

Dev
1 

Meeting challenges and changes to th
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4.13 The key issue is IT – hardware and software. At present, the back office software is 
Northgate iPlan (and sister package iBuild in Building Control), GGP is the GIS provider 
and Civica electronic document management system. Some of the key issues being 
faced are: 
 
1.  No facility to upload part 1 application details to the web. We acknowledge that 

we are one of the few LPAs who do not provide this service. This is the first step 
towards a more integrated service user interface that would allow application 
tracking, public commenting and full e-consultation. The software has been 
procured but remains in “test” format. This is a priority, particularly as it now 
appears as a performance indicator on the “dashboard” published by WG. The lack 
of this facility is now holding the service back, has implications in terms of the 
efficient use of officer time/resources and does not allow reasonable online 
engagement with the public. It is also a facs346.75 61

�^
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5.0 What Service Users Think 
 
5.1 In 2014-15 we commissioned two customer satisfaction surveys aimed at assessing the 

views of people that had received a planning application decision during the period. 
The first covered the period April 2014 - September 2014 and the second covered the 
period October 2014 - March 2015. The following feedback is based on the combined 
results of both surveys. 

5.2 The surveys were sent to 138 people, 25% of whom submitted a whole or partial 
response. The majority of responses (65%) were from local agents. 18% were from 
members of the public. None of respondents had th



-- 16 -- 

 

fig 8. 

 
Characteristics of a Good Planning Service: Blaenau Gwent 2014-15 

 

Comments received include: 
"No information available online for tracking submitted applications." 
"In summary I have found the BG Officers to be open professional and constructive. They consistently deliver a good 
public service in spite of limited funding." 

 

5.7 For Blaenau Gwent service users, the availability to talk to a duty planner before 
submitting an application was the most popular choice. This reflects the nature of our 
caseload which is heavily weighted towards householder and minor development. 
Residents who submit applications are often unrepresented by a professional agent 
and value the accessibility to their case officer. We ensure that a duty officer is 
available during officer hours to provide assistance. We are currently investigating 
means of improving our interface with unrepresented applicants. Importantly, we have 
yet to convene an agent’s forum. This is an acknowledged weakness but has proved 
unachievable to date due to lack of capacity to organise the event. 

5.8 In the interests of providing a positive and constructive service, Blaenau Gwent seeks 
to negotiate a mutually acceptable outcome to applications rather than focus entirely 
on making a decision inside 8 weeks. It is acknowledged that the two ends are not 
mutually exclusive but our return against the PI of average time taken to determine 
applications of 55 days compares very favourably to the all Wales average of 76 days. 
This demonstrates that even where the 8 week target is missed, applications are 
decided quickly thereafter and not at the expense of approvals as our rate of granting 
planning permission also compares well with the national average. 
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fig 11. 
  

Percentage of planning applications determined within the required timescales 

 

 
 
6.12 Encouragingly, at a time when performance improved, the number of applications we 

received increased and the number of applications we determined increased. 11% of 
these major applications were determined in the required timescales, the fifth lowest 
percentage of all Welsh LPAs. This is a reflection of a very small cohort as well as the 
applications being complex in nature requiring significant amount of additional post 
submission information. 
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government advice. This return is being closely monitored to see if the trend continues 
above the all Wales average. 

6.16 In 2014-15 we received 6 appeals against our planning decisions, which equated to 1.4 
appeals for every 100 applications received. Across Wales 1.9 appeals were received 
for every 100 applications. Again, the difference between the BG return and the all 
Wales figure is not viewed as significant, indeed it could be seen as a positive. It can be 
partly explained by the high percentage of approvals issued by Blaenau Gwent which 
rose to 96%. 

6.17 Of the 4 appeals that were decided during the year, 3 (75%) were dismissed. As Fig 12 
shows, this was higher than the percentage of appeals dismissed across Wales and we 
were one of 10 LPA’s designated as “good”. 

fig 12. 
 

Percentage of appeals dismissed 2014-15 

 

 

N.B. During 2014-15 we had no applications for costs at a section 78 appeal upheld. 

 
6.18 Engagement 

 

6.19 On a positive note, we are one of 22 LPAs that allowed members of the public to 
address the Planning Committee, 66% confirmed they were listened to about their 
application and 62% said we gave good advice. The all Wales figures were 56% and 57% 
respectively.  

 

6.20 However, our acknowledged weakness of having limited online presence reflects 
poorly on the service. We are one of only 3 LPAs that did not have an online register of 
planning applications. The public cannot access, track progress and view content of 
applications. This remains a priority in our Business Plan for the current year but the 
solution lies largely out of our direct control as we require corporate IT support.  
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6.22 Enforcement 
 

6.23 At the outset, it must be stated that enforcement data must be viewed with some 
caution. The means of collating data was changed by WG during the study period. 
However, in 2014-15 we investigated 99 cases, which equated to 1.4 per 1,000 
population. This was the fifth lowest rate in Wales. We took on average 9 days to 
investigate each case.
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7.0 Conclusion 

 
7.1 The priorities for the coming year as highlighted in this report are… 
 

 to meet the challenges raised by changes to the Welsh planning system. 

 address I.T. weaknesses. 

 consolidate recent DM performance improvement. 

 prepare for a full LDP review. 

 To work constructively with the private and public sector to stimulate 
development and to address where possible issues around deliverability, viability 
and other constraints to development. 

 meet timescales for the delivery of the Circuit of Wales. 

 comply with the Council’s transformation agenda and when required to continue 
to find efficiency savings without prejudicing frontline performance. 

 address logistical difficulties generated by the re-location of support staff and a 
probable office move during mid 2016. 
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ANNEX A - PERFORMANCE DASHBOARD OVERVIEW 
 

MEASURE 
Indicator - RAG Status 

 
WALES 

AVERAGE 

Blaenau 
Gwent  

LAST YEAR 

Blaenau 
Gwent 

THIS YEAR GOOD FAIR IMPROVE  

Plan making        
Is there a current Development Plan in place within the plan period? Yes   No  Yes Yes Yes 

LDP preparation deviation from dates in Delivery Agreement, in months <12 13-17 
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ANNEX B 
 

COMMENTARY ON BG PERFORMANCE - DASHBOARD INDICATORS 
 

PLAN MAKING 
 
 

Indicator 
Is there a current Development Plan in place that is within the 
plan period? 

͞'ŽŽĚ͟ 
A development plan is in place and 

within the plan period 

 ͞/ŵƉƌŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ�ŶĞĞĚĞĚ͟ 
No development plan is in place (inc 

where the plan has expired) 
 

Blaenau Gwent 
Performance 

Good 

 
LDP adopted 2012 ʹ plan period expires 2021. Requirement met. 
 

 
 
 

Indicator 
LDP preparation deviation from the dates specified in the 
original Delivery Agreement (in months) 

͞'ŽŽĚ͟ 
The LDP is being progressed within 
12 months of the dates specified in 

the original Delivery Agreement 

͞&Ăŝƌ͟ 
The LDP is being progressed within 12 
and 18 months of the dates specified 

in the original Delivery Agreement 
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Indicator The >W�͛Ɛ current housing land supply in years 

͞'ŽŽĚ͟ 
The authority has a housing land 

supply of more than 5 years 

͞&Ăŝƌ͟ 
The authority has a housing land 
supply of between 4 and 5 years 

͞/ŵƉƌŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ�ŶĞĞĚĞĚ͟ 
The authority has a housing land 

supply of less than 4 years 

Blaenau Gwent 
Performance 

Improvement Needed 
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Indicator 
Percentage of all applications determined within time periods 
required 

͞'ŽŽĚ͟ 
More than 80% of applications 

determined within stat time period 

͞&Ăŝƌ͟ 
Between 60% and 80% of applications 

determined within stat time period 

͞/ŵƉƌŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ�ŶĞĞĚĞĚ͟ 
Less than 60% of applications are 

determined within stat time period 

Blaenau Gwent 
Performance
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Indicator Percentage of appeals dismissed 

͞'ŽŽĚ͟ 
More than 66% (two thirds) of 

planning decisions are successfully 
defended at appeal 

͞&Ăŝƌ͟ 
Between 55% and 66% of planning 

decisions are successfully defended at 
appeal 

͞/ŵƉƌŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ�ŶĞĞĚĞĚ͟ 
Less than 55% of planning 

decisions are successfully defended 
at appeal 

Blaenau Gwent 
Performance 

Good 

 
The cohort of appeal decisions is small. Nevertheless, out 
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Indicator 
Does the local planning authority have an officer on duty to 
provide advice to members of the public? 

͞'ŽŽĚ͟ 
Members of the public can seek 

advice from a duty planning officer 

 ͞/ŵƉƌŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ�ŶĞĞĚĞĚ͟ 
There is no duty planning  

officer available 
 

Blaenau Gwent 
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Indicator Average time taken to investigate enforcement cases 

͞'ŽŽĚ͟ 
Target to be benchmarked 

͞&Ăŝƌ͟ 
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Indicator SD2 
Planning permission granted for renewable and low carbon 
energy development during the 
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Indicator SD5 
The area of land (ha) granted planning permission for new 
development on previously developed land and greenfield land 
during the year. 

Previously developed land (hectares) 

�ƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͛Ɛ�data 10 

Greenfield land (hectares) 

�ƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͛Ɛ�data 31 

 
Greenfield return includes large solar farm site. 
 

 
 

Indicator SD6 
The area of public open space (ha) that would be lost and 
gained as a result of development granted planning permission 
during the quarter. 

Open space lost (hectares) 

�ƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͛Ɛ�data 0 

Open space gained (hectares) 

�ƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͛Ɛ�data 0 

 
This is an acceptable result but needs to be weighed against the findings of the AMR 
which records losses from other sources and identifies an overall fall in terms of meeting 
the FIT standard (Monitoring Table LDP Policy SP9). 
 

 

 

Indicator SD7 
The total financial contributions (£) agreed from new 
development granted planning permission during the year for 
the provision of community infrastructure. 

Gained via Section 106 agreements (£) 

�ƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͛Ɛ�data 0 

Gained via Community Infrastructure Levy (£) 

�ƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͛Ɛ�data 0 

 
This poor figure reflects the lack of development coming forward and the lack of viability 
in the area. 
 

 
 
 

***************** 


