
Planning Support Shared Service Update 
 
To: Cabinet  
 
Date: 6 August 2015   
 
Main Portfolio Area: Planning and Transportation   
 
Author of report: Lee Colyer, Finance Director 
 
Classification: Non-Exempt  
 
Ward: All Wards  
 

 
SUMMARY 
 
This report provides an update to the discussions on the Council’s continued participation in the 
three-way shared Planning Support service which came into being on 1 June 2014.  
 
The efficiency and quality elements of the critical success criteria agreed in the business case 
are not being met. Planning is an important front-line service and the suggested way to bring 
about an improvement in performance and cost effectiveness is to withdraw from the shared 
service and re-establish a Tunbridge Wells based Planning Support service. 
 
It is important to recognise the impact on both Maidstone and Swale Borough Councils and the 
associated risks that a change in delivery will bring about. 
 
Just as the shared service was established through a three-way agreement, it can only come to 
an end through a joint three-way decision which is expected to be arranged for October 2015. 
Following this decision the process of consulting on the required staffing changes can 
commence and instructions issued to the software providers. Maidstone Borough Council will 
lead on these aspects as the employer of the staff and owner of the contract with the software 
supplier. The timeframe of this work currently indicates a go-live date for a standalone 
Tunbridge Wells planning support service in April 2016.    
 

 
LINK TO STRATEGIC COMPASS 
 
This report supports the ‘customers’ and ‘value’ quadrants on the Strategic Compass. 
 

Report status 

An “in principle” decision 

 

Route to Implementation/Timetable:  

 
The recommended action will be implemented following approval by Cabinet. 



Portfolio Holder Declaration 
 
I confirm that I have read the report and approve it for publication. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Signed: Councillor Alan McDermott  Dated:23 July 2015 
 

 
BACKGROUND/INTRODUCTION 
 
1. In June 2013 the Cabinets of Tunbridge Wells, Maidstone and Swale Borough Councils 

considered a report on entering into a Planning Support shared service. The business 
case was jointly agreed and the service went live on 1 June 2014. The new service 
combined the administrative functions of the three councils’ Planning Departments, 
leaving the Development Management and Planning Policy functions with each council. 

 
2. The following critical success factors were set for the new shared planning support 

service: 
 

  Efficiencies - Delivery of significant savings through economies of scale, sharing 
systems and processes and carrying out common work once; 

 

  Quality - Provision of reliable, accurate and flexible support to the Mid-Kent planning 
teams in order to enable them to meet their targets; 

 

  Resilience - Robust cover and sharing of specialisms to reduce the impact of 
absences and spikes in workload on service quality and provide opportunities to 
learn and develop; and 

 

  Culture - Creation of a service where the culture is pro-active in serving the Mid-
Kent public as a whole and for the benefit of all Mid-Kent planning authorities.  

 

3. The joint report approved by the Cabinets of Tunbridge Wells, Maidstone and Swale 
Councils concluded that; 

 
“The ambitious vision is of a high performing planning support service that delivers 
high quality, accurate and timely support to customers including planning 
departments and external customers with a culture of ownership of overall planning 
targets, as well as the service’s own target, whilst reducing overall costs to 
partners.” 

 
4. The shared service resulted in the following major operational changes: 
 

 A shared Planning Support Manager was appointed; 

 The service operated from a single location in Maidstone; 

 All staff became employees of Maidstone Borough Council (MBC); and 



 A single software package (IDOX) was installed replacing the three previously in 
use. The new contract is between MBC and IDOX. 

 
5. In September 2014 Mid Kent Audit were commissioned to undertake a review of the 

Planning Support Project Implementation. This review concluded that there were failures 
in the project management which persist as some of the reasons for the continuing 
difficulties in the service. 

  
6. Since the service went live, anticipated performance levels and cost savings have not 

been achieved and costs are increasing.  The Deputy Leader and Portfolio Holder for 
Planning and Transportation has asked that Cabinet be given an opportunity to re-
evaluate the decision to join the shared service in the light of these factors. 

 
WHAT IS THE ISSUE THAT REQUIRES A DECISION AND WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR 
THE PEOPLE OF TUNBRIDGE WELLS? 
 
6.   The Council has for many years worked in partnership with two other Kent authorities 

(Maidstone and Swale) under the aegis of the Mid-Kent Improvement Partnership (MKIP). 
A number of services are delivered through MKIP including: Revenues and Benefits, 
Legal, Internal Audit, Environmental Health and Information Communications Technology. 
The majority of MKIP services (with the exception of Environmental Health and Planning 
Support from 1 June 2014 to 30 April 2015) are under the responsibility of the Mid-Kent 
Services Director. The partnership has been extremely successful and is a key part of the 
Council’s 5-year plan in terms of improving resilience and customer service, in addition to 
reducing cost. To date cumulative savings of approximately £3.5 million have been 
delivered through partnership working. Services in the main are being extremely well 
managed and are delivering in terms of cost and performance. The one exception is 
Planning Support where, for a variety of reasons, the service is not performing to this 
Council’s expectations.  

 
7. Prior to the shared service this Council resourced its Planning Support service to a higher 

level and consequently recorded the best performance across the three councils of 2 to 5 
working days, compared with the current level of 5 to 15 days for validating planning 
applications. It is also important to note that each authority had, and continues to have, a 
different inter-relationship between the Planning Support and Development Management 
functions, and a different culture and expectation of how these two elements of Planning 
should work together. Further to this, of the three authorities, Tunbridge Wells has 
arguably the most complex environment in which to operate a regulatory Planning 
function. With large areas of green belt and AONB, a significant number of important 
conservation areas and Sites of Special Scientific Interest to deal with, many applications 
can be challenging and sensitive to administer through the Planning process. 

 
8. This report seeks Cabinet approval “in principle” to bring back direct control of Planning 

Support to improve performance and quality, and to reduce costs. This will involve 
withdrawing from the collaboration agreement with Maidstone and Swale Borough 
Councils. It is important to understand that as the service was entered into through joint 
agreement with Maidstone and Swale Borough Councils, it can only be varied or 
terminated through joint agreement. 

 
 
 



CONSIDERATION OF CUSTOMERS 
 

9. Informally, planning customers, agents, parish councils and elected members of 
Tunbridge Wells Borough Council have expressed a strong preference to bring the service 
back in-house. The Council has historically enjoyed a high reputation for its Planning 
services and the change in quality and performance has had an adverse impact on the 
Council’s reputation and relationship with applicants and agents. 

 
SCOPE OF SERVICE 

 
10. The shared Planning Support service covers the functions that support the professional 

Planning officers in delivering the Development Management function.  A schedule of the 
services provided according to the collaboration agreement is set out in Appendix B. 

 

11. The withdrawal of Tunbridge Wells Borough Council from the shared Planning Support 
service is being negotiated on the basis that Local Land Charges will remain as a three-
way shared service. This is the preference of TWBC but still needs to be formally agreed. 
There are associated complications including staffing which would need to be overcome. 

 
QUALITY AND FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE 
 
Quality Performance 

 
12. Planning Support is an internal function that contributes to achieving overall planning 

performance targets and to the quality of service experienced by planning customers. 
There are two sets of customers, internal (planning departments) and external (public, 
developers, councillors, parishes and others). The key performance data for the Planning 
Support service is shown below: 

 
Table 1: Percentage of planning applications registered and validated within 5 working 
days for the Borough of Tunbridge Wells 

  

Responsibility of planning support process Value 

TWBC Planning Support Service 2012/13 87% 

TWBC Planning Support Service 2013/14 81% 

Mid Kent Planning Support Service 2014/15 34% 

Mid Kent Planning Support Service Q1 2015/16 50% 

 
13. There is a programme of ongoing work to improve the operational performance of the 

shared service which is having a positive impact. 
  
14. Behind the indicators there have been other instances of issues where both customers 

and councillors have expressed disappointment in the quality of service being delivered. 
The performance of the Planning Support service is impacting on the performance of the 
Council’s planning decision making process. The table below shows the percentage of 
planning decisions made within the statutory 8 or 13 week timescales without extensions 
of time.  

 



The improvement shown in 2014/15 Q4 has not been without significant input and 
intervention from Planning officers and senior managers at Tunbridge Wells, and is not 
considered sustainable in the longer term. 

 
Table 2: Returns submitted to government of planning decisions made within the statutory 
timescales (without time extensions) for the Borough of Tunbridge Wells  

 

 
TWBC MKPS 

 
2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 

 
Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 

Major 78% No data 50% 25% 50% 17% 

Minor 64% No data 19% 24% 48% 49% 

Other 88% No data 28% 42% 65% 56% 

 
15. To mitigate the impacts on performance, the Planning officers have been keeping 

applicants informed and have been able to agree extensions of time on many 
applications. Below are the statutory timescales including agreed extensions of time, 
which should normally only be agreed in special circumstances. Again, this is not a 
practice that is sustainable in the longer term. 

 
Table 3: Returns submitted to government of planning decisions made within statutory 
timescales (with time extensions) for the Borough of Tunbridge Wells  

 

 
MKPS 

 
2014/15 2015/16 

  Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 

Major 100% 92% 90% 100% 

Minor 41% 54% 77% 82% 

Other 42% 65% 88% 77% 

 
Financial Performance 
 

16. Each authority in the partnership has a duty to deliver value for money for council tax 
payers and will want confidence that the Planning Support service is delivering this 
requirement. The financial performance of Planning Support is shown below. 

 
Table 4: Establishment costs of Planning Support service since 2013/14 and comparison 
with MKPS Business Case  

 

Planning Support Service FTE's 
MKPS 

£ 
TWBC 

£ 

2013/14 TWBC Establishment Expenditure     360,732 

2014/15 TWBC Establishment Expenditure     342,760 

2015/16 MKPS forecast staffing contributions from each 
council (excl. Land Charges) 

26.34 802,346 299,756 

 
   



 
 

2015/16 MKPS structure including extra posts (excl. Land 
Charges) 

31.54 923,346 344,962 

    The approved MKPS Business Case  
budgeted staffing costs for 2015/16   

785,400 293,425 

 
Table 5: Comparison of costs with a standalone TWBC Planning Support service  
 

2016/17 TWBC standalone structure less savings in  
Development Management 

    249,170 

   
 2016/17 TWBC gross structure savings over current MKPS structure   95,792 

    TWBC standalone recurring expenditure £ 

  Software licences 20,000 

  Supplies and Services 10,000 

  Total 30,000 

  
  

  2015/16 TWBC share of MKPS forecast non staff costs 28,000 
 

  

 
  

-2,000 

    2016/17 TWBC net savings over existing MKPS 2015/16 forecast 
contribution   

93,792 

 
Table 6: Costs to implement a standalone TWBC Planning Support service  

 

One-off £ 

Project Management 18,000 

Legal advice 5,000 

Software implementation costs 52,000 

Server licence 5,000 

Redundancy (TBC following due process) 70,000 

Total 150,000 

 
17. The shared Planning Support service has failed to deliver the savings set out in the 

business case. 
 

18. The cost of meeting redundancy obligations will not be known until the required Human 
Resources and TUPE processes have been completed. TWBC will need to reimburse 
Maidstone Borough Council for the costs of any such redundancies as they are the 
employer. It is proposed to set aside an estimate of £70,000 for this purpose.  

 

19. TWBC will need to fund the direct disaggregation project management costs whilst other 
staffing support costs will be settled through negotiation. The estimated one-off costs and 
redundancy obligations are not expected to exceed £150,000.  



 
20. It is recommended that the Finance Director be given delegated authority to vire £150,000 

from the Invest to Save Reserve and, in consultation with the Portfolio Holder for Finance 
and Governance, to settle one-off costs associated with establishing a standalone 
Tunbridge Wells Borough Council Planning Support service. 

 

BRINGING THE SERVICE UNDER THE DIRECT CONTROL OF THE COUNCIL 
 

21. A Planning Support Disaggregation Project Board has been established to gather 
information on the key workstreams across the three authorities and to consider the 
consequences of disaggregation. This board is run using established project management 
methodology and to reach a consensus on the approach for each workstream that would 
deliver a standalone Planning Support service, with Maidstone and Swale Councils 
reverting to a two-way shared service. 

 

22. It is important to recognise the impact on the remaining two-way service and to mitigate 
any consequences that Tunbridge Wells withdrawing might have on the performance and 
operating costs at Maidstone and Swale Councils. 

 

23. The decision to re-locate Planning Support services back to Tunbridge Wells Borough 
Council also has the potential to reduce the complexity currently in the service for the 
residual partnership and help them to deliver the required steps to improve their 
performance for Maidstone and Swale Borough Councils.   

 

RISKS 
 
24. There are significant risks to consider in establishing a standalone Tunbridge Wells 

Borough Council Planning Support service. These are outlined in the Planning Support 
Disaggregation Project Risk Register in Appendix C. This is a live document and will 
continue to be reviewed, managed and updated. 

 
25. There are also reputational risks for Tunbridge Wells Borough Council remaining within 

the shared service if performance and value for money does not meet the levels expected. 
 

26. Any change to service delivery and computer systems carries an inherent risk of 
disruption, especially in the short-term. Cabinet will need to be satisfied that the benefits of 
a standalone Tunbridge Wells Borough Council Planning Support service outweigh the 
risks associated with making a significant change to service delivery.   

 

27. Negotiations between Tunbridge Wells Borough Council, Maidstone Borough Council and 
Swale Borough Council have been amicable and professional, with a focus on delivering 
the best service to the public. Separation will bring challenges and Tunbridge Wells 
Borough Council will need to be mindful of the impact on the remaining partnership and to 
continue to be supportive and active in ensuring the success of the remaining partnership. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

MANAGING THE TRANSITION AND KEY CONSIDERATIONS 
 
28. The Disaggregation Project Board set up the following five workstreams that will need to 

be completed to enable TWBC to withdraw from the Planning Support shared service. 
 

    Assets 

    ICT 

    Legal 

    Human Resources 

    Finance 
 
29. The relevant professional officers from all three councils have arrived at an agreed 

approach for each of these work steams that can deliver a standalone Tunbridge Wells 
service with Maidstone and Swale operating a shared Planning Support service.  

 
30. The Project Board has agreed the following external decision making and implementation 

timescales to deliver a standalone Planning Support service for TWBC. 
 



Proposed Decision Making Timescales 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Planning & 
Transportation 
CAB meeting 

13 July 

Cabinet  
meeting 

6 August 

MKIP 
Authorities 
Concurrent 
Decision 
Making 
meeting  

October 2015 

HR TUPE 
process  

(2 months)  
Nov – Dec 15 

ICT 
mobilisation 
(2 months) 

Nov – Dec 15 

ICT work 
(3 months) 

Jan - Mar 16 

 
New service to go live 

April 2016 

Technical 
discussions 

with MBC and 
SBC 

Agreed 
communications 
and engagement 

with stakeholders 

Risk and 
project 

management 

HR 
Appointments 

(2 months)  
Jan – Feb 16 
 mobilisation 
(2 months) 

Nov – Dec 15 



 
31. A number of new internal agreements will be required between Tunbridge Wells Borough 

Council and Maidstone Borough Council who control the computer system used by the 
shared service and hold the contract with the supplier. These agreements will require 
Tunbridge Wells to obtain permission to make changes to the computer system and to 
negotiate an agreement regarding data sharing. 

  
32. All Planning Support staff are currently employed by Maidstone Borough Council and any 

changes impacting on staff can only be made with the agreement of Maidstone Borough 
Council. Advice is being sought on the application of TUPE and any proposals will need to 
have regard to this advice. 

 
33. TWBC are proposing to handle all telephone calls from April 2016 which will have an 

impact on the MBC contact centre. Further discussions will be necessary to agree how to 
manage this change.   

 

FUTURE OF JOINT WORKING 
 
34. The decision following this report has no bearing whatsoever on the importance of the 

Mid-Kent Improvement Partnership for Tunbridge Wells Borough Council. This Council 
enjoys a strong relationship with both Maidstone and Swale Borough Councils and the 
partnership is delivering a wide range of successful, cost effective partnerships that deliver 
high quality public services across Mid Kent.  

 
35. It is a sign of a mature partnership that partners are able to recognise not just when 

services are working well, but also where they are not working as one partner expects.   
 
WHO HAVE WE CONSULTED AND HOW? (OR WHO WILL WE CONSULT  
FOLLOWING THE DECISION?) 
 
35.   Dialogue has been under way with Maidstone and Swale Councils along with staff and 

councillors. Through agreement with Maidstone and Swale representatives key 
stakeholders will be informed of the decision by Tunbridge Wells Borough Council. Further 
decisions must be taken by Maidstone and Swale Borough Councils before internal work 
can occur ready for an expected go-live date in April 2016.   

 
HOW WILL THE DECISION BE COMMUNICATED? 
 
36.   Informally staff, parish councils and elected members have been notified that the Council 

was minded to review the continued participation in the shared service.   
 
37.    A communications plan will be developed and jointly agreed by the three authorities; this 

will be a live document and an initial draft is included in Appendix D. This will notify all 
affected staff, relevant stakeholders and planning agents of the timescales and key dates. 
The Council will engage with key stakeholders to manage and fully communicate the 
transition to an in-house service, provided this is the joint decision reached by all councils. 

 
38.    No changes will occur until all councils have reached agreement and taken a report 

through their decision making processes. Final reports are expected to be considered by 
each council in October 2015 with an in-house Planning Support service coming into 
operation at Tunbridge Wells in April 2016.  



 
WHAT ALTERNATIVE ACTION COULD WE TAKE? (where appropriate) 
 
39.   Cabinet could continue with the MKIP Planning Support shared service. However this is 

not recommended as this Council will not be able to directly control and deliver the 
improvements in quality, performance and value for money that are being sought by 
Cabinet.  

 
CONCLUSIONS   
 
40. Since the business case was put together for a shared Planning Support service in 2013 

there have been substantial changes within the legislative environment of Planning, and a 
significant increase in applications. 

 
41. The ‘efficiencies’ and ‘quality’ critical success factors within the business case have not 

been met as set out within this report. The other two critical success factors of ‘resilience’ 
and ‘culture’ appear to be working well. 

  
42. Officers at all councils have worked extremely hard to make a success of the shared 

Planning Support service and customers have been very patient and understanding of the 
challenges encountered in establishing a shared service. 

 
43. It is now over a year since the shared service commenced and the service performance 

levels and value for money are not meeting the levels expected by this Council. Further 
investment, and new support and guidance provided through the Interim Mid Kent 
Services Director, may lead to improvements in the shared service, but this is not certain. 
Tunbridge Wells believes it will be far easier to bring about improvements in a two-way 
partnership, rather than dealing with the complexities associated with delivering 
improvements to a three-way partnership. All other examples of Planning Support shared 
services in the country are two-way, or include a shared Development Management 
function. 

 
44. To meet the expectations of Tunbridge Wells and to assist in the continued improvement 

of the service remaining at Maidstone and Swale it is concluded that the best solution 
would be for Tunbridge Wells to bring its part of the shared service back in-house. 

 
45. It is important to understand that the shared service was entered into through an 

agreement between Tunbridge Wells, Maidstone and Swale Borough Councils. The 
termination of the three-way shared service can only occur with the agreement of the three 
councils. This report provides Tunbridge Wells Borough Council officers with a mandate to 
move forward and seeks delegated authority to enter into detailed negotiations with the 
other two councils. A final decision can only be taken through a joint meeting expected to 
take place in October 2015.   

 
RECOMMENDATION FROM CABINET ADVISORY BOARD 
 
The Planning and Transportation Cabinet Advisory Board were consulted on this decision on 13 
July 2015 and agreed the following recommendation to Cabinet: 
 
The Cabinet Advisory Board supports the recommendations in the report.  
 



RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 
(1) That Cabinet agrees “in principle” that the Planning Support service be brought back in-

house; 
 
(2) That delegated authority be given to the Finance Director to conclude negotiations with 

Maidstone and Swale Borough Councils to enable Tunbridge Wells Borough Council to 
exit the shared service collaboration agreement, and to reimburse any direct financial 
consequences of this Council leaving the agreement;  

 
(3) That Cabinet approves the virement of up to £150,000 from the Invest to Save Reserve to 

establish an in-house Planning Support service; and 
 
(4) That Cabinet acknowledges that no changes to the current Planning Support service can 

be implemented without the agreement of Maidstone and Swale Borough Councils. 
 
 
REASON FOR RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The Council needs to provide a Planning Support service which meets the expectations of the 
Council and stakeholders, and for the reasons set out in the report the best prospect for 
achieving this would be to re-establish a standalone in-house service. 
 
Contact Officer: Lee Colyer, Finance Director 
 

 
Jonathan MacDonald, Deputy Chief Executive 
 
Jane Lynch, Head of Planning 
 
 
Background Papers 
MKIP – Planning Support Service – Tri Cabinet 12 June 2013 
http://democracy.tunbridgewells.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=118&MId=2948&Ver=
4 
 

APPENDICES TO REPORT 
Appendix A: Cross-cutting issues 
Appendix B: Schedule of Planning Support Services taken from the collaboration agreement  
Appendix C: Planning Support Disaggregation Project Risk Register (a full copy of the risk 
register is available to members on request) 
Appendix D: Planning Support Disaggregation Project Communications Plan 

 
 

http://democracy.tunbridgewells.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=118&MId=2948&Ver=4
http://democracy.tunbridgewells.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=118&MId=2948&Ver=4

