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Special Planning Meeting

3rd September 2007 Council Chamber
 An Cathaoirleach Councillor Nick Killan presided.
Members Present

Councillors Charles Bobbett, Patrick Boshell, Oliver Brooks, Phillip Cantwell,  Willie Carey,  Jimmy Cudden,  Jenny D’Arcy, Anne Dillon Gallagher, John Farrelly,  Jimmy Fegan, Brian Fitzgerald, Michael Gallagher, Jim Holloway, Tom Kelly, Noel Leonard, James Mangan, Seamus Murray, Patsy O’ Neill, Joe Reilly, Tommy Reilly.
Officials in Attendance

County Manager:  Tom Dowling
Directors of Services: Brendan Mc Grath, Kevin Stewart, Tadhg Mc Donnell, Liam Henry, Michael Killeen (A).
Head of Finance: Fiona Lawless

A/Senior Planners: Wendy Moffett and Bernard Greene
A/Senior Executive Planners: Joanna Kelly, Fergal O’ Bric
Senior Executive Officers: Mary Maguire (A).
Meetings Administrator: Bill Sweeney
Apologies

Councillors Joseph Bonner, Shane Cassells,  Eugene Cassidy,  Peter Higgins, Michael Lynch, Liz Mc Cormack, Bryan Reilly.
An Cathaoirleach Cllr Killian opened the meeting and advised that this adjourned meeting (from 2nd July 2007) was convened to allow further consideration of Rural Housing Policy and the council’s service delivery in that area. He then opened the meeting to the County Manager, Tom Dowling.

Mr Dowling advised the members on progress with the development of the new planning office at Abbey Mall and the efforts made to date to significantly improve the quality of life for the service provider and the quality of service for end users.

He invited the members to visit the premises.

Cllr Fegan proposed that the visit take place after the meeting. This was seconded by Cllr Holloway and agreed by the members present.

At this point Meeting Administrator Bill Sweeney advised all members of their obligations under the Local Government Act and the Code of Conduct applicable where planning matters come before the Council.
County Manager Tom Dowling confirmed that the executive has been listening to the members in relation to the Planning Service and is looking for a Quality Planning Service with the confidence of the elected members, executive and public and the need for consistency and equity within the service.

Mr Dowling reiterated that a number of key issues have been identified as follows:

Consistency & Clear Definitions. 

Mr Dowling referred to a strong need for clear definitions within the planning regime. This relates to local need, design guidelines and documentation to be submitted in support of an application for a one off dwelling in a rural area, which would be considered as reasonable proofs to demonstrate an applicant’s links to an area.

Mr Dowling noted the first step in the preparation of a variation of County Development Plan in reference to Chapter 6: persons who are an intrinsic part of the rural community. He confirmed this as an item for consideration on the agenda  for the full council meeting later in the afternoon, with a view to reducing  the qualifying time period from 10years to 5 years
He also confirmed that as previously advised and committed on adoption of the County Development Plan, the council undertook to prepare a number of supporting strategies and guidelines. He advised that SPC will consider a draft proposal on documentation to be submitted with an application for one off housing at the forthcoming SPC meeting on 12th September 2007 

The members were further advised that work is well advanced on the preparation of draft design guidelines, with tender going out for architectural input. 

Referring to the need for consistency in validations Mr Dowling acknowledged time delays and inconsistencies within areas and reiterated that this would be eliminated with the imminent centralisation of the service. He committed to a five working day validation process and ultimately envisaged an improvement in the standard and quality of the applications being submitted.   

He referred to difficulties in relation to establishing consistency with compliance and enforcement with current operation of the service being provided at various locations.   

Interpretation of Policy

Referring to the significant level of applications lodged on an annual basis and recent unprecedented turnover of planning staff, Mr Dowling once again indicated that there is always likely to be some perceived element of inconsistency. However measures have been put in place to deal this issue. These include:

· methodology to review decisions 
· Staff induction, mentoring and familiarisations sessions on rural housing policy with junior planning staff.
Preplanning
Mr Dowling confirmed that an internal review of the operations of the pre planning clinics had taken place and the following determined:

· Preplanning Clinics to be managed through Central Planning Office

· Preplanning Clinics to be held at area level.

· Formal written record management procedure in place

· Records to be attached to any subsequent planning application file. 

· Planners to have regard to previous advice given in good faith. However previous advise may not be honoured where circumstances change or applicant gives false information..
· Reiteration that following any preplanning and subsequent application planner makes recommendation but decision is made by Manager or delegated person.
Mr Dowling also highlighted that the new office at Abbey Mall will be more conducive to facilitation of various meetings.
Centralisation of Planning Service

Mr. Dowling confirmed that the executive is aware that this is a major issue and restated the work and effort on developing new offices which is now at a very advanced stage.  

He reiterated the need for centralisation to establish and maintain consistency within the service. He restated the commitment to the appointment of a new Development Control Manager to ensure coordination of the service, adherence to the requirements of the statutory provisions and the provision of a high quality customer service to users of the planning service, including acting as a Liaison Office to support and enhance the role of the elected member in their democratic functions.   An imminent appointment to replace Mary Maguire was noted.

Role of Director of Service & Area Manager
Mr Dowling highlighted the difficulty with monitoring quality and consistency in the service as it currently stands due the various decision making locations and personnel involved.

 He referred to the role of the Area Manager and Director of Service and the responsibility that goes with these offices, including responsibility at area level. A number of area issues with specific directorate association can be successfully dealt with through various Directorates by means of the structured Management Team. Mr Dowling said that this is how it is envisaged to progress area issues which may present for planning. He confirmed that members can discuss planning issues with Area Managers. 

Mr Dowling also confirmed the following in relation to decision making:

Heretofore
· Major planning files (maximum fee) determined by Co Manager or such other applications as he determine the need to deal with.
· Applications between max. fee and and €6,500 determined by Director of Service

New Provision
· Major planning files (maximum fee) determined by Co Manager or such other applications as he determine the need to deal with.
· All other applications to be determined by the Director of Service and SEO or such other person as the County Manager determines.
An Cathaoirleach then opened the debate to the floor and the following issues identified:

· Location for lodging planning application and observations. 

County Manager advised that the application may be lodged at area level and transferred to central office.  Observations and submissions can also be viewed locally but made (in writing with appropriate fee) centrally.

· Facility for viewing files at area level.

It was noted that once validated, files will be available for viewing at area level. A scanning service will be provided at the central office to enable swift electronic access to files. 

· Necessity for efficient transfer of application files lodged at area to central

County manager committed to careful examination of logistics required.

· Reiteration of the necessity for efficient, effective, equitable and suitable resourced centralized validation system 

· Necessity for Area Managers to retain a role in the service.

County Manager reiterated the role of the Area Manager in the planning process on a par with involvement in other service areas at local level.  He advised that members have a right to bring issues to the attention of their Area Manager.  

· Necessity that new system have efficient and effective enforcement unit. Examples of operations in Cary, North Carolina were cited whereby applicant pays for the number of visits / audits required.   Examples were also given of cases where solicitors close sales on units in new development without significant compliance by developers or intervention by Planning Authority. 

County Manager advised of recent significant increase in the staff compliment with assignment to enforcement / compliance and confirmed that the council is taking this element of the service very seriously. 

· Requirement for monitoring and review of operations after a given timeframe and suggestion for establishment of members’ working group to oversee the changes.

The County Manager committed to a review of the new service following full implementation and advised of a change management initiative which is being undertaken in tandem with centralization. He committed to arranging a workshop for members by an external independent facilitator.

· Familiarization with County Development Plan / Inconsistency with interpretation of policy.

County Manager reiterated the executive’s commitment to suitable staff induction and mentoring by senior staff. 

· Replacement House – recent request by PA for demonstration of Local Need 

County Manager confirmed that in accordance with the objective of CDP demonstration of local need was not a prerequisite for a replacement house

· Local Needs – Supporting document to be submitted

Members cited examples of various requests for submission of documentation to support local need. It was acknowledged that in certain cases documentation as requested could not possibly be provided or in other cases would not serve the required purpose.  Various sentiments were expressed in relation to the suitability of seeking documentation from schools and religious dominations. 

It was noted that the SPC will meet shortly to deliberate on a draft guidance document intended to offer assistance to applicants which will clearly define what may be submitted in support of an application for a dwelling in a rural area. 

It was acknowledged that there are isolated instances when representation is made in support of applications which through the fullness of time do not  “stand up” as having being truthful in detail by the applicant.

· Sterilisation – suggestion of devaluation of property and need to re-examine agreements on a case by case basis.
· Suitability / option of providing clusters outside of graigs
· Concern at the number and reasoning behind reverse decisions by An Bord Pleanala 
· Concern expressed at suitability of location of new offices – restricted parking parking.
County Manager advised of the long deliberations and efforts over a period of time to find suitable premises. Great efforts have been made to ensure the new offices are suitable in every respect. The location of proposed parking for key stakeholders was identified. (Underground at Abbey Mall, Fire Station and Cannon Row) 
· Necessity to advance design guidelines for rural housing and housing estates in order to resolve diversity and suitability of house designs. 

An Cathaoirleach then summarized the main issue as presented by the members above and invited those interested to visit the new offices.

Signed:





             An Cathaoirleach

Date:
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