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About The Housing Forum 

The Housing Forum is the UK’s cross-sector, industry-wide organisation that 

represents the entire housing supply chain. Our growing membership drawn from 

over 150 organisations across the public and private sectors and includes local 

authorities, housing associations, housebuilders, architects and manufacturers. All 

share our determination to drive quality in the design, construction and 

decarbonisation of UK homes. They have a commitment to partnership working 

and share in our vision of ‘A Quality Home for All’. 

In order to achieve this, we have advocate for policy change needed for everyone 

to live in a good quality, sustainable and affordable home. Our key Housing 

Solutions set out how we think this can be achieved. 
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Introduction 

The Housing Forum is pleased to see the government recognising the resourcing 

issues within local authority planning departments and taking steps to address them. 

We welcome the proposals to increase fees and also the focus on other ways to 

improve planning performance discussed in the consultation.  

Our membership includes both local authorities who collect fees and housebuilders 

and housing associations who pay fees, and we see strong support in principle from 

both sides for increasing fees. However, it is vital that the fee increase results in 

improved performance and speed of planning decisions.  

This is challenging to achieve in a situation of chronic under-funding of local 

authorities with sustained cuts to budgets for many years with no reduction in the 

statutory duties required of them, and indeed – for planning – an increase in what is 

required to be considered when determining planning applications.  

Better resourcing for planning departments is a big part of the solution and there is 

definitely a role for higher fees within this. There are also many other ways in which 

government could help the local authority sector to streamline planning and increase 

improve efficiency – this is about improved processes, significant government 

funding for all local authorities to support the implementation of its digital planning 

agenda, and better ways of working. Budgetary cuts within local authorities do not 

necessarily on their own do not achieve efficiencies and planning departments have 

been impacted by the need for wider corporate savings.   

We are also aware that whilst the increase in fees is needed across the board to fund 

the planning system, there will be increased costs that fall on social housing 

providers and local authorities themselves when leading housing delivery. Additional 

funding for the social housing sector is vital to offset this increased cost. Alternately, 

discounted fees for proposals that include an agreed proportion of affordable housing 

would help alleviate this problem, though leaving a larger gap in local authorities 

resourcing.  

Response to questions 

Question 1. Do you agree that fees for planning applications should be 

increased by 35% for major applications? 

Yes we support this increase. The under-resourcing of the planning system is a big 

concern to all of our members at present, and causes delays and barriers in getting 

new homes built.  

Some local authorities feel that the proposed 35% increase is not going far enough to 

support ambitions of fully funding the planning system from fees. The fee increase 

would not result in full cost recovery of the development management service and as 

such other planning services (primarily plan-making and enforcement) would not 

benefit. In this context it is important to recognise that planning acts in the public 

interest and that central government funding should be considered in order for the 

https://housingforum.org.uk/
https://housingforum.org.uk/our-members/
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planning system to be properly funded. One local authority member has estimated 

that an increase of 85% would be needed to fully cover the costs of processing 

planning applications. If the fees are not intended to fully cover this cost, then local 

authorities need alternate funding sources and incentives to create ambitious plans 

for building much-needed new homes in their area.  

Question 2. Do you agree that the fee for householder planning applications 

should be increased by 25%? 

Yes we support this increase for the same reasons as stated above of it being 

important to better-resource the planning system. A 25% increase would still only 

partially fund the cost of processing the planning applications so there is an argument 

here too for increasing them further so that cost of processing applications is borne 

by the householders making the application rather than all taxpayers. Changes to 

householder permitted development rights mean that only larger scale householder 

applications require planning permission. A greater increase in the fees for this type 

of application would only be a small proportion of the cost of such projects. 

Question 3. Do you agree that fees for all other planning applications should be 

increased by 25%? If not, please include in the comments box the particular 

application types where you believe the proposed increase is too high or too 

low. Your comments should be accompanied with evidence/costs if possible. 

Yes for the same reasons as stated above, we support this increase. We would also 

support a 35% increase being applied to all sizes and types of application, as this 

would provide more help to address the resourcing problems in planning.  

Question 4. Are there any other application types or planning services which 

are not currently charged for but should require a fee or for which the current 

fee level or structure is inadequate? 

Yes  

• Where applications are cross-boundary, there is a need for some element of 

the total fee to go to the authority which is not the lead (ie the one where the 

smaller proportion of the site lies), as there is still work involved for them.   

• The fee to discharge conditions should be per condition, to better reflect the 

workload involved.  

• Fees to non-householder prior approvals. The consideration of prior 

approval/prior notification application can often involve a considerable 

amount of work for local authorities in considering the matters that are 

identified in the regulations. The fees associated with prior approvals go 

nowhere near covering the cost of assessing such proposals and the fee 

levels should be more akin to those of full planning applications. 

Question 5. Please can you provide examples of bespoke or ‘fast track’ 

services which have worked well or you think could be introduced for an 

additional fee? Are there any schemes that have been particularly effective? 

We are aware of the GLA’s Fast Track planning route working well. This is available 

for proposals that include minimum levels of affordable housing and exempts them 
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from the usual fees. It is believed to have helped increase the amount of affordable 

housing brought forward, which is critical in the current financial climate.  

There is strong support from our members for a fast-track facility, recognising that 

some applications are time-critical for reasons for a variety of reasons and delays 

can prove extremely costly. We do, however, think it is important to ensure that 

creating a fast-track service does not disadvantage other applications in any way (ie 

it isn’t just ‘queue-jumping’), recognising that manpower and expertise can be as 

much of an issue in local authority planning departments as cash. Ultimately, if local 

planning authorities were properly resourced to be able to attract the skills and 

experience needed then such an approach would not be necessary. 

Question 6. Do you agree with the proposal for all planning fees to be adjusted 

annually in line with inflation? 

Yes. We think this is very important to avoid the fees falling in real terms, creating a 

growing gap in funding for local planning authorities. An annual increase provides 

greater certainty for both local authorities and planning applicants in their budgeting 

than less frequent, larger, increases. We would recommend an annual increase from 

1 April each year, based on CPI the previous September, with the new rates 

publicised by government and by local authorities well in advance each year.  

Question 7. Do you consider that the additional income arising from the 

proposed fee increase should be ringfenced for spending within the local 

authority planning department? 

Yes, though we have reservations about whether this is practical. It is vital to 

ensure that the increased fees do result in an improved service. However, we note, 

that if fees are still insufficient to cover the full costs of processing planning 

applicants (which some of our local authority members tell us they are), ringfencing 

the element that comes from fees will have little impact because local authorities 

would be under pressure to cut back any additional non-ringfenced funding that they 

need to run their planning service. 

It is also difficult to disentangle the under-resourcing of planning from wider under-

funding of local authorities – even if planning fees are ringfenced. This is because the 

statutory consultees from other public bodies and other parts of the local authority 

can struggle to respond to planning applications within deadlines due to their own 

staff shortages. There are also some practical challenges in terms of defining a 

‘planning department,’ Not all local planning authorities have a ‘planning department’ 

as such but rather have different planning functions located within different service 

areas. And other departments are required to contribute time to commenting on 

planning applications and might request a share of the fees for doing so. 

Question 8. Do you agree that the fee for retrospective applications should be 

doubled, i.e. increased by 100%, for all applications except for householder 

applications? 

We would support this being an optional tool for local authorities. It is clearly good to 

discourage retrospective applications and there may be additional resources required 

in determining retrospective planning applications. However, we are aware that 
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breaches of planning may also occur for reasons that are outside of the control of the 

applicant, or where a doubling of a fee may be disproportionate for very minor 

breach. If optional, we would see no reason not to extend the power to householder 

applications too.  

There could also be unintended consequences to increasing fees for retrospective 

applications in that rather than make a retrospective planning application a 

landowner may instead wait for an enforcement notice to be served and the 

development assessed under Ground (a).  This would result in a greater resource 

burden on local authorities. Consequently, if this is pursued then the relevant 

enforcement fees should also be increased to the same level. 

Question 9. Do you consider that the ability for a ‘free-go’ for repeat 

applications should be either: 

(a) removed 

(b) reduced for re-applications within 12 months 

(c) retained 

(d) none of the above 

(e) don’t know 

Please give your reasons. 

d) We would like to see them retained, but with the ability for local authorities to 

charge a reduced fee for them, such as 50% of the original fee. This would reflect the 

fact that there is additional work for local authorities in dealing with free gos, and 

discourage applicants from foregoing the pre-application process, but recognising 

that requiring applicants to start the entire process again is more costly for both 

sides, and delays planning further.  

Question 10. Do you agree that a fee of £96 (or £120 if the proposed fee 

increase comes forward) should be charged for any prior approval application 

for development by the Crown on a closed defence site? 

Yes. We are not aware of any reason why the Crown should pay different rates, as 

the workload for local authorities is no different.  

Question 11. What do you consider to be the greatest skills and expertise gaps 

within local planning authorities? 

We believe the biggest gaps are around: 

• Experienced planners who are able to handle large and complex applications 

• Technological skills to help digitalise planning and move to more efficient 

data-sharing 

• Legal expertise around S106 and CIL arrangements 

• Commercial knowledge and expertise, particularly around negotiating with 

housebuilders on viability appeals and variations to S106 agreements 

• Urban design skills 

• Skills around carbon reduction/ the newer green technologies (heat pumps, 

heat networks, etc)  

• Ecology and biodiversity net gain 

• Skills and understanding of planning by local authority councillors who sit on 

planning committees.  
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Question 12. In addition to increasing planning fees, in what other ways could 

the Government support greater capacity and capability within local planning 

departments and pathways into the profession? 

Increasing the capacity of the planning system is an area of great concern to our 

members from across the local authority and wider housing sectors. We currently 

have a Housing Forum working group looking into exactly this issue. The work on this 

group is ongoing, there are several key areas where improvements can be made:  

Addressing the shortage of planners: 

• Adding planners back to the Shortage Occupation list to facilitate easier 

recruitment from abroad. This has worked well in the past with some of the 

anglophone countries in particular having very similar planning systems. 

• Increasing pay for planners, and highly skilled planners in particular, so that 

the public sector can compete better with the private sector. This may also 

help local authorities to retain the most skilled planners, who are currently the 

most sought-after by both sectors. It could include ring-fenced money which 

local authorities can use as they see fit to recruit and retain staff e.g. to use 

towards market supplements.  

• Financial support for employers towards the cost of paying for planning 

undergraduate and post-graduate courses 

• Improving the image of planners – this should include a campaign to help to 

tackle the negative perceptions of planning often fuelled by social media and 

instead developing planning as a positive role in placemaking as well as a 

statutory responsibility of local authorities 

• Encouraging local authorities to provide mentoring and shadowing 

opportunities for junior staff to develop the expertise needed as senior 

planners. This is especially important in the remote-working context still 

common in many local authorities, which create fewer ad hoc opportunities 

for learning. This could include learning from planning consultants who are 

commissioned to both advise a local authority and mentor staff, as well as 

within a local authority.  

• Developing initiatives to attract planners who have left the sector or retired 

early to consider returning to (part time) employment 

Downstream promotion of the skills needed for planning 

• Inclusion of planning in the school geography syllabus 

• Widening of the A-level curriculum as planners need a mixture of skills best 

acquired from a broader range of subjects than many students currently take. 

• A greater focus on planning in the existing Design, Surveying and Planning 

for Construction T-Level 

• More funding for apprenticeships in planning to provide alternative routes into 

the occupation  

Reducing the workload on planning departments 

• Investment in ICT systems that reduce workloads for both planners and 

applicants 

• Standardisation of systems and requirements for what is required from 

planning applicants 
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• A review of whether the information asked of from applicants is being asked 

for at the right stage in the process. We believe that local authorities often 

ask for information from applicants at too early a stage in the process. 

Applicants put in a ‘best guess’ in order to get their application moving, and 

then amend their proposals at a late date (for instance because they are 

unable to source one particularly type of building material, so need to go 

elsewhere). This increases workloads for everyone and also increases 

distrust from local residents in the planning process, as they feel they are 

sold one thing and then something else is delivered. We are considering 

commissioning a small scale study on this ourselves, which we would gladly 

share with government when it is complete, to assist in a larger scale review 

on this topic. 

• Streamlining of the validation requirements – this would reduce the frequency 

of applications being deemed invalid. A national validation checklist would 

help here. 

• Considering whether some issues could be dealt with via regulations instead 

of planning. For instance, water efficiency, fabric efficiency, renewable 

energy, fire prevention could all be dealt with through Building Regulations, 

whilst water neutrality could be dealt with under Environment Agency/DEFRA 

regulation. This would leave planners to focus on the more spatial design 

aspects of planning freeing up officer time and also helping address problems 

of people leaving the profession by allowing planners to do more in relation to 

their core skill set including in relation to place-making, adding value to the 

quality of schemes, responding to community considerations of what they are 

good at and providing job satisfaction and thereby improving staff retention.  

• Strengthening delegation requirements – It is important the planning 

committees consider large complex new developments in their areas, 

especially at outline stage. However, applications that go to committee take 

longer to determine and increase workload. Removing the capacity of local 

councillors to call smaller applications or reserved matters applications to 

committee, or discouraging them from doing so would reduce workload, 

speed up decision making and also reduce the workload on the Planning 

Inspectorate too (as applications refused by committees against the 

recommendations of the planning officers often result in appeals). 

• Increasing the education of local councillors on planning issues so that they 

know when and how get involved effectively and when to trust their officers’ 

decision making and expertise.  

• Reviewing the role of PPAs with a view to increasing the scale of this activity. 

• Strengthening design codes, developed in partners so that applicants, 

architects, housebuilders and local authorities share a common vision of the 

future of their area 

• Sharing resources and expertise between local authorities 

• Establishing a national body of expertise to draw on for specialist advice, 

possibly via the PAS. This is increasingly important as the scope of planning 

extends ever further into environmental and building safety protections and 

especially for smaller district level authorities who may lack the required 

expertise when faced with issues they do not commonly encounter. 
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We are also aware that DLUHC commissioned a study into Delays and Barriers in 

the Planning System from RSM Economic Consulting, which undertook fieldwork in 

2019 and is still awaiting publication. We would urge the government to publish this 

report, so that the learning about the causes of delays in the planning system can be 

shared and tackled. 

Question 13. How do you suggest we encourage people from under-

represented groups, including women and ethnic minority groups, to become 

planning professionals? 

We would suggest that this is incorporated within the wider need to improve the 

image of planners and promote opportunities for careers in planning at school, 

university and apprenticeship stage. People from minority groups may benefit from 

mentoring and inclusion in wider networks to facilitate peer support.  

Question 14. Do you agree that the Planning Guarantee should better mirror 

the statutory determination period for a planning application and be set at 16 

weeks for non-major applications and retained at 26 weeks for major 

applications? 

 

Yes. We would agree that if there is to be a planning guarantee then mirroring the 

statutory determination deadlines would be sensible. We are also aware that 

planning applicants are keen to see improvements as a result of paying higher fees, 

so there is a need for improved monitoring and incentives.  

Nevertheless, we are aware of some concerns from the local authority sector who 

feel that even with the proposed fee increases, there will still be a shortage of 

resourcing in the planning system and are concerned around further tightening of 

penalties. Refusing an application can be quicker than taking the time to work 

through any issues with it in order to grant permission, and not helpful to anyone if 

local authorities are incentivised to refuse applications or require them to be 

resubmitted, in order to meet hard deadlines.  

It is therefore essential that the government gives very careful consideration to these 

balances when trying to drive up performance, which includes, but is not limited to, 

speed of decision making.  

Question 15. Do you agree that the performance of local planning authorities 

for speed of decision-making should be assessed on the percentage of 

applications that are determined within the statutory determination period i.e. 

excluding extension of times and Planning Performance Agreements? 

 

For PPAs, no. For EoTs, yes but reported separately  

PPAs are agreed prior to submission and are generally on larger scale developments 

because it is understood by all parties that the complexity will need more than 13 

weeks. If the deadlines agreed in the PPA are met, that should be seen as a positive 

outcome. 

Extensions of Time are often used to resolve issues with a scheme or where an 

applicant is unable to submit revised drawings in time, and thereby avoid a refusal. It 
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may therefore be of benefit to both sides to permit this and unhelpful if local 

authorities are incentivised to refuse applications that would could be determined 

within timescale.  

EoTs are also used because the applications have to go to Planning Committee. As 

discussed above, it would be good to incentivise local authorities not to do this 

unnecessarily. There is also concern from planning applicants that EoTs are used by 

local authorities to mask failures to determine applications within time, and that they 

often feel under pressure to accept them. Reporting the proportion of applications 

determined within time both including those where an EoT was agreed and excluding 

it would be the most informative solution here. 

Question 16. Do you agree that performance should be assessed separately for 

(a) Major applications - Yes 

(b) Non-Major applications (excluding householder applications) Yes 

(c) Householder applications Yes 

(d) Discharge of conditions – Yes (but see below) 

(e) County matters applications - Yes 

On d) Timely discharge of conditions is really important to planning applicants and 

the delays in discharging conditions are a common reason for slowing down 

construction of new housing. However, local authorities have expressed concern that 

they often need the applicant to provide additional information on technical matters in 

order to for them to discharge a condition. If they are at risk of breaching 

performance targets, they’d be incentivised simply to refuse the discharge of 

condition application and require it to be resubmitted, which would ultimately take 

longer. A system that ‘stops the clock’ when the local authority is waiting on further 

information from the applicant could be developed to address this concern, whilst still 

promoting better performance in this particular aspect of planning which isn’t always 

prioritised as well as it might be.  

Question 17. Do you consider that any of the proposed quantitative metrics 

should not be included? 

Yes, as outlined below. 

Metrics A1-A5: Average speed of decision-making. We are concerned that 

averages are very heavily skewed by outliers, such as a large and complex 

application. The median would be a much better measure to accurately reflect the 

typical speed of decision-making, though have some concerns about whether this is 

needed when there is already a measure for the proportion of decisions made within 

targets. There is also a risk, even using a median figure, that more ambitious local 

authorities seeking to bring forward large complex sites for housing appear to be 

under-performing on this measure, compared to those who are largely processing 

small applications. Government could also consider introducing the subset of the 

‘major’ definition for monitoring purposes to capture such applications. 

Metrics C1-C3: Extension of Times as percentage of all decisions. We have 

concerns over reporting EoTs as a measure of (poor) performance as these are 

mutually agreed by both sides and may reflect situations where if they weren’t 

agreed, the application would be rejected and have to be resubmitted.  



 

Page 10 of 12 

Metric D1: Average time taken to validate planning applications. As with Metric 

A, we are concerned about averages being skewed by outliers and think that a 

median would be a better measure. 

Metric E1 and E2: Average number of weeks taken to respond to breaches. As 

with Metric A, we are concerned that the average here could be heavily skewed by 

outliers. A median figure would be much better to reflect the typical length of time 

taken to respond to breaches.  

Question 18. Are there any quantitative metrics that have not been included 

that should be? 

As discussed in our response to Q17, median figures instead of averages would 

better reflect typical timescales.  

In addition, there are no metrics proposed which provide the context within which the 

planning application service of an individual local authority is operating. We would 

propose adding a measure of the number of vacant (FTE) posts within the planning 

department as a proportion of all (FTE) posts.  

Question 19. Do you support the introduction of a qualitative metric that 

measures customer experience? 

 

Yes, though we note that qualitative metrics do not really measure things.  

Question 20. What do you consider would be the best metric(s) for measuring 

customer experience? 

We think there is a need here to distinguish two separate functions: Monitoring and 

feedback.  

For monitoring, standardisation is needed. We would suggest that the government 

to propose a single quantitative metric for measuring overall satisfaction with the 

planning process, or small number of quantitative measures with the different parts of 

the process and mandates the questions and methodology to be used, using a 

similar process to the Tenant Satisfaction Measures currently being used.  

There is also a value in encouraging a culture of seeking and acting on feedback 

from planning applicants. This requires mainly qualitative feedback questions and it is 

essential that local authorities to take ownership this element of seeking feedback 

and integrating it into a culture of learning and improving services. The government 

could assist local authorities with this by providing some example questions that they 

might want to ask, but it is essential that if local authorities are to use this intelligence 

to improve their services, that they have ownership this data, and access to the 

feedback in real time, allowing them to respond and improve services. Respondents 

should have the option of completing surveys anonymously.  

We would suggest that feedback and satisfaction ratings are collected at two points 

in time, using a similar system to the NHBC use for new home satisfaction. This 

would involve one survey at the point when a decision notice is issued and another a 

period of time later (such as six months) in order to capture satisfaction and feedback 

on the later stages of the planning process.  
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Measuring and collecting feedback needs to be done in such a way as to impose 

minimal impact on local authorities’ resources. 

Question 21. Are there any other ways in which the performance of local 

planning authorities or level of community engagement could be improved? 

At The Housing Forum a big focus for many  of our members is on partnership 

working – where local authorities are in partnerships with housing associations and 

developers to bring forward new housing and other amenities, the level of dialogue, 

trust and genuine joint working is greatly improved.  

Asides from that, the biggest thing that inhibits local authority planning performance 

is underfunding, caused by sustained cuts to budgets for over ten years. This cuts 

across wider local authority budgets, as the involvement of other departments is 

often needed as consultees or partners to bringing forward infrastructure for larger 

developments. The cuts to local authority budgets have gone so far as to be reducing 

efficiencies, because when one service misses a target, that impacts on others and 

more time is wasted dealing with calls to chase up delayed activities and deal with 

complaints and appeals.  

In terms of community engagement, we believe there is much that could be done 

better. Planning consultation is often outdated (reliant on adverts in printed 

newspapers and notices on lamp posts), and fails to capture the views of a 

representative spread of the population. Older homeowners are over-represented 

and younger people and renters underrepresented, with the voices of those who will 

ultimately come to live in new housing entirely unheard as they are excluded from the 

process. 

There are several ways this can be improved: 

• A greater emphasis on engagement at the pre-application stage where there 

is the most opportunity for local communities and local authorities to help 

shape the application. For example, a system of pre-application Statements 

of Common Ground (as are currently used in the appeals process) could be 

developed. This would involve a signed statement between the council and 

applicant which sets out the agreed items which have been covered through 

the pre-application process. It would then allow the formal consultation 

process after submission to focus on the areas where agreement has not yet 

been reached. 

• A greater reliance on representative surveying to find out in quantitative terms 

what local residents think about proposals for major applications. Data on the 

profile of people who respond to consultations should be collected (including 

key attributes likely to affect views such as age, income and housing tenure) 

and efforts made to seek the views of any under-represented groups. 

Qualitative methods such as in-person events or written letters of support or 

objection reserved more for exploring the details of the proposal or hearing 

about specific issues for the immediate neighbours who border a site.  

• More use of online consultation and survey methods 

• Simple changes to planning portals to capture positive as well as negative 

views when people comment on a proposed development. Requests to 
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respond to planning consultations should be phrased in neutral language, 

and should not assume the person reading it will necessarily want to object. 

• Efforts to engage with people who might speak on behalf of those who would 

move into new housing, or ultimately benefit from there being more housing 

such as those managing accommodation for the homeless and local 

employers.   

• Rebuild planning’s role in place-making, with upfront investment in 

infrastructure in order to alleviate concerns of local residents. 

Question 22. Do you have any views on the implications of the proposals in 

this consultation for you, or the group or business you represent, and on 

anyone with a relevant protected characteristic? If so, please explain who, 

which groups, including those with protected characteristics, or which 

businesses may be impacted and how. Is there anything that could be done to 

mitigate any impact identified? 

The impact on groups with protected characteristics depends very much on whether 

the proposals succeed in bringing forward more planning applications and more 

housing, especially affordable housing. If they do, then there are positive impacts for 

young people who are most disadvantaged by the housing shortage, alongside those 

on low incomes who are disproportionately women, families with children, disabled 

people and most BME groups.  

The organisations we represent at The Housing Forum are from across the entire 

housing sector – including local authorities and also housebuilders and housing 

associations who make planning applications. All are broadly in support of higher 

fees if this can increase the speed of decision-making – the extra costs borne by the 

applicant would be worth paying as an alternative to the extra costs they can incur at 

present when decisions are badly delayed, which can be much higher.  

Conclusion 

The Housing Forum, with a membership base across the entire of the housing sector 

is in support of increasing fees for planning applications. We hope that this will come 

as part of a wider drive to improve resourcing of local authority planning departments 

and help build a culture of strong cooperative working arrangements between 

planners and planning applicants, driving up the quality of new housing and place-

making to build the homes and communities of the future.  

We look forward to working with Government at The Housing Forum to help take 

forward the ambition of 300,000 new homes a year, and work towards our ambition 

of a Quality Home for All. Our key Housing Solutions set out how we think this 

can be achieved. 

 

https://housingforum.org.uk/campaigning/housingsolutions/

