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1.0 Executive Summary 

This report sets out the findings of a planning service peer challenge, organised by the Planning Advisory 
Service (PAS), as part of the Local Government Association (LGA), at the request of the Planning Service (the 
service) of Barnsley Metropolitan Borough Council (the Council).  

It is the review’s findings that Barnsley Metropolitan Borough Council planning service has a very strong 
history of being a well performing planning service. The planning service is highly regarded, with praise 
from members, external and internal stakeholders for the team's knowledge, responsiveness, and 
efficiency.  The council has a strong vision and priorities that are embraced and owned by both councillors 
and officers across the council. It was very apparent that there was a high level of pride in Barnsley the 
place, the council and the service by those that worked within it.  We heard lots of positive things about 
engagement with staff in the planning service. The senior leadership of the service is particularly highly 
regarded. The working and supportive nature of relationships within the service, and between officers and 
members and partners are excellent and there is a strong commitment to and recognition of the 
communities of the borough.  

The council, like many across the country, is looking at where potential savings can be found across all its 
services, and this could bring further resourcing pressures on the service. Every planning service in the 
country would like more resources, and Barnsley’s is no exception. We believe the Development 
Management service is working very hard to keep up with the increasing volume and range of work, such as 
new requirements regarding Biodiversity Net Gain, for a small team. The review has highlighted a number 
of challenges for the service, and we are aware that some of these will have a considerable cost attached to 
them. The service and the council will have to decide how best to timetable progressing with these with the 
realities of the finances of the authority and the local government sector as a whole. 

All council planning services are entering into a period of change. The recent planning consultation from 
the new government has highlighted the proposed changes of how planning services are to be delivered 
across the country. These changes will alter how local plan are produced, how planning application 
decisions are made and the performance regime that councils are judged against.  The government has 
started to confirm some of the changes in late 2024 and will continue into to do so into early 2025. These 
changes will mean that all planning services are going to have alter how they work and the work that they 
do, and Barnsley is no expectation.  

With these proposed changes in mind, the council may be looking to update their local plan in the next 
couple of years.  The council’s next local plan will be produced under the proposed “new” plan making 
process, will be required to plan for an increased local housing need and respond to potential changes to 
greenbelt designation that could have considerable impact on the council. The council could be entering a 
challenging period due to these proposed changes in the planning system with the potential of receiving 
speculative applications on some greenbelt sites.  

The planning service is seen as a key part of delivering the council’s agenda and visons for the area, bringing 
investment into the area and delivering for the borough. The requirement to deliver sound decision making 
and plan making is recognised as key within that, along with the recognition that the planning service is a 
direct income generator through collection of planning fees and paid for services, as well as indirectly 
through increased council tax and business rates connected to the decisions made on development in the 
area. We believe that there are opportunities for the Development Management service to be better at 
bringing direct income into the service and potentially reducing costs of service delivery. 

The council has a local plan that was adopted in 2019, reviewed in 2022 and considered not to require 
further update at that time. There has also been the addition of a number policy documents to the plan of 
Supplementary Planning Document and Neighbourhood Plans.  The council’s local plan is well regarded, 
considered well written, accessible, and useful from both inside of the council and externally. However the 
council has recently received a challenge to the land supply position, that was found to only be at under 4 
years of housing supply which, along with the age of the plan, increasing local housing need, and the 
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proposed national changes in local plan production requirements, will mean that the service will have to 
look to produce a new local plan in the near future or risk having less control over development coming 
forward. When the plan is required to be updated, we believe that the present policy team will require a 
significant increase in resourcing to undertake the work required to produce the new local plan. Though 
formal work on updating the local plan might not be undertaken for a year or two, we strongly advise the 
authority to start to look at some of its historic local plan evidence and identify work that can be 
undertaken now that will be relevant to the new local plan.  

The lack of a five-year housing land supply for the council is recognised as a concern. The council will want 
to address this as best as it can in the short term, and in the longer term through updating the local plan.  
This could affect the council’s ability to drive delivery as it wishes. It will need to be prepared for potential 
changes in the council’s Housing Delivery Test result, as well as potentially becoming open to receiving 
speculative applications on sites that they have not allocated for delivery in the local plan. This would bring 
more pressure on to the service. 

The council’s Development Management service is performing very well against the national development 
management performance regime of speed and quality for handling major and non-major applications, and 
they have continued to perform well for a number of years. However, the Development Management 
service is very reliant on using the process of placing agreed Extension of Time agreements (EoTs) on a lot 
of applications. This use of EoTs is mitigating present resourcing challenges that the service has. Whilst the 
use of Extensions of Time is a valid part of the present Development Management process and used by all 
council, there is a proposal for the use of these types of agreements to be withdrawn or limited in the 
future. If this proposed change is brought in, it would have a considerable impact on the service’s 
performance for the speed of handling both major and non-major applications. The service will have to 
alter its working practices and processes, recognising that these changes can take time to embed into the 
service and will need to be managed.  

The service does not use Planning Performance Agreements (PPA) with applicants to aid the management 
of resources and delivery.  The review team strongly advise the council to embrace the use of these 
chargeable collective agreements with applicants, specifically for large major applications, as a way of 
managing performance in the new regime, reducing the reliance on Extensions of Time agreements, 
improving service delivery and bringing in additional resources. 

The council’s Planning Regulatory Board (planning committee) is functioning very well. There is a 
recognition in the consistency of decision making at committee. The committee is well chaired, with good 
committee member interaction with the chair, each other and the officers supporting the committee.  It 
has good processes that are consistently followed, with good clear presentations and committee papers.  
 
The committee does not always sit every month, if there are no applications that pass the council’s 
requirement to go to committee but does use the time when their cases are not presented to undertake 
committee training, which should be commended.  The committee would be considered large with 26 
members compared to most others in the country, but this does not appear to cause any undue issues.   
 
The council could consider improving how the committee interacts with public, such as using a script for 
the Chair at the beginning of the panel to provide a clear explanation about the committee process and the 
planning decision-making parameters of the committee, as well as considering broadcasting meetings to 
improve public access to committee decisions. 
 
There are a number of recommendations of changes made in this report, responding to changes to make 
better use of limited resources, enabling improved income generation and resourcing of the service, and 
responding to changes that will be occurring in the national planning requirements.  The service will need 
to make sure that it takes a holistic approach to these planning service improvements, managing the 
timetabling of the programme of work and considering how changes in one area might affect others. 
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Some of these changes are going to mean that there will most likely be a change in the present 
performance of the service and affect how the service can be delivered. This period of change should be 
supported by a clear narrative about how the service will progress into the future after this time.  
 
The service and the council have a very strong base to deliver these changes. The collective togetherness of 
the staff and members and strong history of delivery in both planning policy and decision making and 
shared vision of the council and the role that planning will play are all a strong base to deliver these 
changes.  
 

2.0 Recommendations 

R1. Produce the narrative of the changes and future position. 

The planning service is going to have to go through a period of change. During this period performance of 
the development management service will get worse whilst changes are embedded but this is to be 
expected whilst embracing a new regime.  There is a strong chance that the council will receive speculative 
applications as the new national system is embedding and the council is making changes.  Communicate 
the message to the key councillors and officers that the service is responding to these challenges as part of 
the ongoing change narrative. 

R2. Develop an action plan of proposed changes to the Development Management process and manage 
the changes.  

Recognise that certain changes to the planning process could have wider effects on service provision. 
Mitigate wider impact as a result of these changes through a managed improvement agenda of the 
Development Management process which should include: 

I. reviewing the council’s approach to handling applications with the staff of the 
Development Management service to review their operation and improve the service from 
within – assessing their structure, processes, workflows, potential access to shared 
resources in other teams and opportunities to maximise income. Ensure a good 
commercial approach by striking the right balance between good customer service, 
reducing the number of amendments and free advice applicants repeatedly receive and 
providing more advice through the paid-for planning advice services made available from 
the council. Work with something like the PAS DM Challenge Toolkit to identify any 
structural issues, process improvements and customer engagement processes that could 
be introduced to better focus the use of planning resources and, through a workforce 
strategy for the service, highlight any skill deficits or resilience issues across the service.   

II. reducing the number of times applicants can make changes through negotiations to 
submitted applications. 

III. reallocating individuals to specific roles to use expertise in the most efficient parts of the 
process, including having a dedicated validation team.  

IV. reducing the use of use of Extension of Time (EoTs) agreements for both major and non-
major applications.  

V. embracing the use of Planning Performance Agreements (PPAs). 
VI. including the reporting of planning application performance to be against the proposed 

new national performance agenda with reduced EoTs use. 
VII. having a clear understanding of the likelihood of the service receiving speculative 

applications and resource accordingly. 
VIII. improving the present DM IT system to allow better process and performance 

management. This might mean changing the IT software system to something more 
functional and user friendly to support the service in undertaking their work. Specifically, 
project manage the integration of any new IT system to embed and maximise its use within 
the service. Highlight and support key super users to support and advise others, upskilling 
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case officers in its use and team managers in using the system to manage performance, in 
Planning and Enforcement. 

R3. Recognise and plan for the update of the new local plan. 

Once the new planning system and the requirements for local plan production are published, the council 
should produce a detailed and resourced programme for the production of the new local plan with specific 
project management support, recognising the resources required, the timetable for delivery, recognising 
how the local plan also works with neighbouring authorities and an emerging Strategic Development 
Strategy covering the South Yorkshire region.   It should have a clear communication strategy to partners 
and communities, to support meaningful engagement as well as broader policy work of the council. 
Recognise and undertake any elements of internal work to aid the plans progress at the earliest 
opportunity.    

R4. Review the 2014 greenbelt review. 

At the earliest opportunity review the Greenbelt review work undertaken in 2014 as part of the council’s 
present local plan, looking at the evidence and methodology against the government’s proposal for “grey 
belt” sites in the greenbelt. Recognising if there are potential grey belt sites in the council’s greenbelt areas, 
how these might have been previously review in the greenbelt review work. This work will help in the 
future production of the local plan but also for if the development management service has to respond to 
any immediate speculative applications for development on these sites.  

R5. Make incremental changes to the planning committee process so that it is more public facing in its 
approach. 

I. Introduce a consistent approach to help the community understand the planning and committee 
system with a clear introduction at the start of each committee meeting who is involved, the 
process that the committee will follow, and how planning decisions are made.  

II. The committee should webcast its meeting to allow the community greater visibility of the 
committee’s decision-making. 

R6. Developer contribution committee 

Better communicate the process for allocation of spend of the developer contributions via the Developer 
Contribution management board highlighting the positives of development, recognising how this supports 
members and broader community, and giving clear communication of how those decisions are made.  
Providing improved insight into projects which have been funded by such contributions would support 
providing clarity to all stakeholders, if made publicly available on platforms like the council’s website. 

R7. Improve your communications and support for the areas Parish councils. 

Support the area’s Parish Councils to productively engage in the planning process with regular access to 
planning application information and training.  

 

3.0 Background and Scope of the Peer Review 

This report sets out the findings of a planning service peer challenge, organised by the Planning Advisory 
Service (PAS), as part of the Local Government Association (LGA), at the request of the Planning Service (the 
service) of Barnsley Metropolitan Borough Council (the Council). Peer challenges are managed and 
delivered by the sector for the sector. They are improvement orientated and are tailored to meet the 
individual council’s needs. Designed to complement and add value to a council’s own performance and 
improvement, they help planning services review what they are trying to achieve, how they are going about 
it, what they are achieving, and what they could improve.  

The aim of the peer challenge was to assess the operation of Barnsley Council’s Planning Service and how it 
can respond to the present and future challenges.  
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The review has focused on: 

• The recognition of the role of the planning service to deliver and support the Council’s strategic 

priorities and deliver the ambitions for the area. 

• The use of resources within the service. 

• The perception of the service from within the service, the council, communities, and partners, and 

how it engages with them. 

• The services’ performance particularly in terms of the core development management process and 
local plan progress – against present and proposed future performance regime and requirements. 

The review took the form of an analysis of data and information relating to the operation of the planning 
service. The review team watched a Planning Regulatory Board (Planning Committee) meeting of the 
council in-person. It reviewed key documents and supporting material produced by the Council and 
undertook interviews from 4th to 6th November 2024 with councillors, senior managers, and staff from both 
inside the planning service and other parts of the Council, parish councils, developers, agents and 
partnering organisations.  
 
Local government and planning services across the country are presently in very challenging times, with 
extensive resourcing difficulties that are expected to continue into the future.  The review occurred at a 
time that the new Government is due to publish changes to the national planning process for planning 
policy for both local plans and subregional strategic plans, and planning application decision making that 
will give details of any future changes in the national planning process and set out how the service will have 
to respond over the coming years. 
 
The service has gone through a recent period of change with several internal promotions and changes in 
senior staff.  Those changes have now been embedded into the service, so its service, policy and 
development management leadership are well placed to lead a change programme in response to this 
report and the national planning reform agenda. 
 
Overall, it is very evident from the review’s interactions with staff, councillors, communities, and partners 
during the review that there is a genuine passion for the service, the Council, the place of Barnsley and a 
real desire to deliver the best for the area and its communities.  

The peer review team was made up of serving council officers and a councillor from local authorities from 
across the England and a PAS review manager.  
 
The review team members were: 

• Karl Roberts, Director of Growth, Arun District Council 

• Maria Dunn, Head of Development Policy, Birmingham City Council 

• Councillor Mike McCusker, Lead Member for Planning, Transport and Sustainable Development, 

Salford City Council 

• Zain Muhammad, Consultant, Planning Advisory Service  

• Steve Barker, Peer Challenge Manager, Planning Advisory Service 

We commend the Council and the service for inviting in the review and its open and transparent approach 

to hosting the review. The team would like to thank the officers and members at Barnsley Council and 

everybody they met during the process for their time and positive contributions. 
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4.0 Detailed Feedback 
 
4.1 The planning service, part of the council, upcoming challenges, and resourcing  
 

Barnsley Metropolitan Borough Council planning service has a very strong history of being a well 
performing planning service in what is a widely recognised as a very good local authority. The planning 
service have been a delivering well against the national planning performance regime of speed and quality 
of decisions making for planning applications. The council has produced a complete local plan and 
supporting policy documents, something many local authorities have struggled to do, and as a set of 
policies are recognised as good both internally and externally by those that use them. The planning service 
is highly regarded, with praise from councillors, external and internal stakeholders for the team's 
knowledge, responsiveness, and efficiency.  

It was recognised that there is a strong political leadership of the council and the vision for Barnsley is 
bought into across the council.  The council’s strong vision and priorities are embraced and owned by both 
councillors and officers across the council and within the planning service. It was very apparent that there is 
a high level of pride in Barnsley the place, the council, and the service by those that work in the planning 
service.  There is a clear leadership from within the Directorate and service about place services delivery of 
planning, regeneration and housing to join up delivery across the place service. There is a lot of respect and 
faith in Head of Planning of the service since joining the authority last year and we heard lots of positive 
things about his engagement with staff from within the planning service. 

The planning service is seen as a key part of delivering the council’s agenda and vision for the area, bringing 
investment into the area and delivering for the borough. The requirement to deliver sound decision making 
and plan making is recognised as key within that It is also recognised that the planning service is a direct 
income generator through collection of planning fees, as well as indirectly through increased council tax 
and business rates connected to the decisions made on development in the area.  The review has 
highlighted that there are opportunities to broaden the income that the service brings in through cost 
recovery measures.  

The collectiveness within the service, recognition within the council and wide appreciation of the staff that 
are working in the planning service give confidence that the service will be able to respond positively to the 
changes that it will have in the coming years.  

Not unlike almost every local authority across the country, Barnsley Council is looking at where potential 
savings can be found across all its services. It is recognised nationally that all planning services are 
struggling to resource fully for their requirements.  Every planning service in the country would like more 
resources, and Barnsley is no exception.  

The delivery of a council’s planning service is a statutory requirement. There are a number of specific 
elements of the service that need to be legally delivered by a local planning authority as a statutory 
minimum. There are further areas of a planning service that it would be inconceivable if a council did not 
deliver due to the effect on the council’s role as custodians and deliverers of place and homes for their 
communities now and in the future and required to support wider council agendas and service delivery. 

The statutory minimum that is required of a local planning authority in England is: 
i) to produce and keep up to date a local plan for the area of the local authority.  Local Plans 

should include policies that will highlight the housing and economic needs for an area and 
allocate potential land over a 15-year period to deliver against these requirements. These plans 
are based on sound and up to date evidence and should be reviewed every 5 years to make 
sure that they remain up to date end relevant.  
If a local authority does not have an up-to-date local plan central government can consider 
intervening with the local authority to either directed them to produce a plan or have a plan 
produced by someone else, at the cost to the local authority.  
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ii) to make decisions on planning applications for housing and economic development in the area 
in a timely manner. A local authority is required to make a percentage of decisions of the 
applications they receive within specific timeframes, 60% of all applications designated as 
major applications within 13 weeks and 70% of all designated non-major applications within 8 
weeks of receipt. Local authorities also have to be considered to make good quality decisions 
on the applications they make judgments on, which is judged by not losing more than and 10% 
on appeal in either major or non-major categories. If a local planning authority falls below any 
of these development management performance requirements the council can be designated 
for poor planning performance by central government have planning decision making powers 
removed, allowing applicants to have their application decided by central government thought 
he national Planning Inspectorate.  The cost of handling and decision making will still be the 
responsibility to the local authority.  

A local authority has a scheme of delegation that is stated in a council’s constitution about how 
decisions on applications will be made either by officers or councillors through a planning 
committee.  This requirement from a local authority’s constitution requires that a planning 
committee of elected is formed and make decisions in public for applications that pass the 
agreed threshold to not be made by officers under the delegated powers.  

iii) Local authorities have a legal requirement to ensure that all planning applications received for 
development over a certain size delivers 10% extra biodiversity from the original content of the 
land in the application.  This can be delivered onsite, off site or through a dedicated credit 
system. 
 

iv) Local authorities also provide a planning enforcement service to identify and tackling cases of 
unauthorised development, making sure that requirements of a planning decision are adhered 
to and stopping unacceptable development. Though this service is not a legislative requirement 
for a local authority to provide it keeps a council’s citizens safe by removing hazards to the 
public through enforcing non-compliant development.  

When a planning service is working to its optimum it has an up-to-date local plan with policies that are 
integrated into the vision and aims of the local authority, the council’s regeneration and assets strategies, 
supporting economic development and safeguarding heritage and ecology. It supports other services such 
as education and health provision through managing development and the targeted spending of developer 
contributions.  

The local plan policies work alongside neighbouring local authorities and strategic planning bodies as part 
of integrated growth strategies for the area.  The local pan provides a clear framework to deliver 
development through planning applications that deliver the needs for the community now and in the 
future with high levels of certainty for the next 5 to 7 years, and strong understanding for the following 7 to 
15 years.  
 
The council’s Development Management service has capacity to make strong defendable decision on all 
types of applications in a timely manner. Working with applicants positively to agreed timetables towards a 
positive outcome, embracing the ability to deliver advice and decisions to applicants through paid for 
services by an applicant such as pre application advice and Planning Performance Agreements.  
The service validates applications in a timely manner, allowing relevant and compliant applications into the 
system to be decided on.  Targeted staff have specific applications that they work on, with support as 
required. Software systems allow workload to be constructively managed and managers are able to 
performance manage through anytime access to live data on all development management staff’s 
workload.   
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There are consistent and positive engagements with the community organisations such as parish councils 

and interest groups to allow constructive and informed engagement on relevant applications and policy 

making.  

A councils’ planning committee is well supported by officers advising the committee and presenting 
applications to it and case officers are accessible to both ward and committee members for advice. The 
decisions that are made are monitored and unauthorised development is quickly enforced to safeguard the 
community and protect the area. The monitoring of development is regularly fed back to review the local 
plan and feedback into the evidence to update of the local plan. The planning service delivers long term 
income to the authority through council tax and business rates related to planning decisions made along 
with improvements to the area and people’s lives. 
 
There are many of these traits of an optimum service that the Barnsley Planning service is delivering. 
 
We believe the Development Management service is working very hard to keep up with the increasing 
volume and range of work, such as new requirements regarding Biodiversity Net Gain, for a small team. The 
review has highlighted a number of challenges for the service, and we are aware that some of these will 
have a considerable cost attached to them. The service and the council will have to decide how best to 
timetable progressing with these with the realities of the finances of the authority and the local 
government sector as a whole. 

All council planning services are entering into a period of change. The recent planning consultation from 
the new government has highlighted the proposed changes of how planning services are to be delivered 
across the country. These changes will alter how local plans are produced, how planning application 
decisions are made and the performance regime that councils are judged against.  The government is 
expected to confirm the changes before the end of the year. These changes will mean that all planning 
services are going to have alter how they work and the work that they do, and Barnsley is no expectation.  

With these proposed national changes in mind, the council may have a be looking to update their local plan 
in the next couple of years.  The council’s next local under the proposed “new” plan making process, will 
require looking to plan for a new higher proposed local plan housing need than previously and potentially 
changes to greenbelt designation that could have considerable impact on the council as a council that has 
high levels of Greenbelt within its boundaries. The council could be entering a challenging period due to 
these proposed changes in the planning system with potential receipt of speculative applications on some 
greenbelt sites, impacting the allocation of resources to through having to respond to them and 
development sites that were not planned for by the council.         

There are a number of recommendations of changes made in this report, responding to changes to make 
better use of limited resources, enabling improved income generation and resourcing of the service, and 
responding to changes that will be occurring in the national planning requirements.  The service will need 
to make sure that it takes a holistic approach to these planning service improvements, managing the 
timetabling of the programme of work and considering how changes in one area might affect others. 
Some of these changes are going to mean that there will most likely be a change in the present 
performance of the service and affect how the service can be delivered. This period of change should be 
supported by a clear narrative about how the service will progress into the future after this time.  
.  
 
From within the service and partners there has been a clear message about the need for more resource for 
plan work and future development management work. However, accessing funding will have to be 
recognised as challenging within the present local government financing position. The service should be 
looking to recognise all opportunities where it can raise additional income and use its limited resources as 
efficiently as possible. This will mean improving process, changing practices and culture within the service. 
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Recruitment of planners is presently extremely difficult across the country.  The council has a lot going for it 
in being an interesting place to plan, with variety of places within the brough, with a supportive and 
interesting agenda of delivering a strong local plan, in an integrated planning region, with good supportive 
relationships between staff, councillors and leadership team of the council. This would make it a good place 
to work as an experienced planner as well as new planners to the sector.  You have been successful in 
developing and growing your junior staff into more senior positions and you should continue to support 
this and take in graduate planners as it would be a great place to work and flourish as a planner. 

There are lots of examples of excellent delivery occurring within the borough. The Council needs to 
recognise how it can attract the right new development coming into the borough; actively promoting what 
the Council wants to achieve over the next 10 or 15 years for the communities and the area, the right kind 
of development for the area and where those opportunities are. This comes from the Council’s long-term 
vision and the new local plan is essential to this when it is produced. It should be presented as a single 
narrative and backed by the full Council’s commitment.  

There needs to be a clear narrative of where the service stand at the moment, the challenges that the 
planning service will have in the short term and a clear understanding of the issues, defining what good 
looks like and the steps to achieve it which is bought into by the key people of the council. This should be 
started at the earliest opportunity and kept up to date. 

The service and the council have a very strong base to deliver these changes. The collective togetherness of 
the staff and members and strong history of delivery in both planning policy and decision making and share 
vision of the council and the role that planning will play are all a strong base to deliver these changes.  
 

4.2 Development Management (DM) service performance and resourcing 
 

The council’s Development Management service is presently performing well against the national 
development management performance regime for speed of making decisions and quality of decisions of 
applications and they have continued to perform well for a number of years. The planning service has a 
record of delivering 100% of major applications dealt with within the agreed timescale and 94% for non-
majors, and 0% of lost major appeals. Which sits them in the top 25 for majors, 100 for non-majors for 
speed and joint 1st for majors appeals.  It is well regarded as a service. However, there appears to be a 
disconnect between the perception of how well the service is coping from within parts of the council and 

stakeholders, both internal and external. Current performance indicators are masking a number of 

significant issues within the service that will need to be addressed through resourcing, process changes and 
improved performance management data. 

The Development Management service is also under pressure, as all services are, to be able to resource the 
delivery of the service. The service is stretched, and we repeatedly heard how they would like more 
planners and resources. This is something that is echoed across almost all planning service presently. The 
service has done very well to maintain the performance position that it has, and the responsive and 
supportive nature of the staff is something that has managed to maintain the services performance despite 
the presently challenging resource situation.  

We believe that there could be improvements to the present development management process which is 
less than optimal in using the limited time, skills and experience that the staff have in the service.  The 
service is presently offering multiple amendments to submitted application, sometimes over ten on an 
individual application.  Allowing multiple amendments, though extremely helpful in working with applicants 
to submit a fully formed application, has a considerable impact on case officers time available and often 
requires multiple responses from internal consultation respondents.   

The service does not have the resources available to be this responsive to poor applicants. For the service 
to be able to operate better, and use its resources better, it needs to be more commercially and resource 
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focused, pushing incomplete applications to the service’s pre application advice service, not validating 
incomplete applications. They can’t continue to offer such a degree of responsiveness and flexibility or it 
will risk having a hugely detrimental effect on the service.  Further investigation or monitoring such 
consultations could pinpoint what support applicants might need to minimise case officer time, and this 
could be promoted or shared on the council’s website for any future applicants. 

With the limited resources available, the service needs to recognise how best to allocate them through the 
development management process, freeing up experienced staff to focus on the most important 
applications, building in development opportunities.  It is suggested that the service reviews and optimizes 
the Development Management processes to free up resources. We believe that there is capability in the 
staff to be able to work to optimize the process to better use the resources available to it. This will mean 
being less responsive to applicants on applications that need repeated or levels of work on them to get 
them to a progressable position. This should include improving the validation approach with specific 
allocated role and making sure that there is validated applications are sufficiently complete, targeting roles 
within the process to better use experienced staff on key applications and allowing management staff to 
support and performance manage the team. 

The Development Management service has to work with internal and external consultees in making timely 
and quality decisions on applications.  This requires clarity of the requirements from the internal consultees 
particularly of their need to deliver their responses in a timely manner. It was highlighted that internal 
consultee responses are causing significant delays in processing of planning applications and leading to 
unforeseen asks of developers in terms of highways requests late into the process.  The service can help to 
support these consultees through reducing their involvement by reducing amendments, having a clear and 
agreed timetable for the process and even potentially funding to undertake the required work. 

The Development Management service is very reliant on using the process of placing agreed Extension of 
Time (EoTs) agreements on a lot of applications. This use is helping to cover the present resourcing 
challenges that the service has. Whilst the use of EoTs is a valid part of the present development 
management process and use by all council, it has been proposed by central government for the use of 
these types of agreements to be withdrawn or limited in the future. The service should consider getting 
ahead of these proposed changes and the reliance on the use of EoTs. This is to ensure that it is addressed 
before proposed changes come into force as it would have a considerable impact on the service’s 
performance for the speed of handling both major and non-major applications, moving the service 
potentially into a performance position that could bring central government designation for the service. 
The service will have to dramatically alter its working practices and process. These changes can take time to 
embed and would need to be managed into the service.  

The service does not use Planning Performance Agreements (PPA) with applicants to aid the management 
of resources and delivery. The review team strongly advise the council to embrace the use of these 
chargeable collective agreements with applicants, specifically for large major applications, as a way of 
managing performance in the new regime, reducing the reliance on Extensions of Time agreements, 
improve service delivery and bringing in additional resources. The agents and applicants that we engaged 
with during the review were open to the use and payment of Planning Performance Agreements with the 
service.  This service will need to be resourced with staff, contracted and internal staff, but this can cover 
cost of consultees and planning related to the application with PPA funds recognised as an additionality to 
the service finances and will be required to cover the work undertaken. Other local authorities in the South 
Yorkshire area that are already using PPAs, and the council could take the opportunity to learn from them 
and others.  The council could look at the opportunity to work with their neighbouring authorities to set 
consistent charges and process for PPA work and pre application advice across the South Yorkshire area.  

We were informed that provision has been made within the budget to improve the IT available to the 
service, but the introduction has been held up by other corporate priorities.  

The present IT software was highlighted a lot as being insufficient and wasteful in not allowing officers to 
use their time efficiently.  This needs to either work considerably better or be replaced by a more helpful 
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product.  This included allowing services managers to be able to manage individuals’ performance and 
caseloads. We did not have a clear understanding of how planning performance data is used in the service.  
We feel this should be embedded in how the software is used to support the staff and the service.  The new 
software would go some way to address this but as software is changed or updated there needs to be sure 
that budget provision addresses the need for successful implementation through an implementation 
strategy and key “super users” within the teams.  

The council’s interaction with applicants that we spoke with was considered positive. There was a 
suggestion that the previous Strategic Sites Board was considered beneficial by partners in assisting 
delivery and resolving blockages on key sites and that it would be welcomed to be reintroduced and 
resourced again. 

It is recognised within the council that the planning service is a direct income generator through the 
collection of planning fees and paid for services, as well as indirectly through increased council tax and 
business rates connected to the decisions made on development in the area. As highlighted, we believe 
that there are opportunities for the Development Management service to be better at bringing direct 
income into the service and potentially reducing costs of service delivery. 

With some of the changes to the national planning process that have been proposed there are concerns 
that the council could potentially start to receive a high volume of speculative applications on “grey belt” 
sites within the council’s large greenbelt areas, along with the council’s reduced land supply position, which 
could overwhelm the Development Management system.  The council should consider reviewing the 
historic greenbelt review evidence that supported the present local plan as part of its initial process to 
review and update the local plan, as discussed elsewhere in the report, to understand the potential of the 
considered “Grey belt” sites with the greenbelt and what the potential threat of speculative applications 
might be and support the service in their response if applications are received. 

There will need to be a holistic approach to how these issues, challenges and changes are managed within 
the development management service. The service will have to continue to deliver and wholesale changes, 
all happening concurrently, could undermine the service. Some changes might have related effects on 
other parts of the service and their timings will need to be carefully managed over time.  

The staff and skills are there in the service and to embrace the required changes, helping to maximise the 
use of the resources that they do have, bring in more income to support the resourcing and deliver the 
required changes and maintain or take the service back to a high performing service once the necessary 
changes have been embedded.  

 
4.3 Local plan and policy team resources 

 
Local government is entering a period of change in how local planning policy is produced. The new 
government is expected to formally announce changes to the National Planning Policy Framework shortly 
following this review. The proposed changes, as highlighted in the recent consultation on planning reform, 
will mean that all local authorities will have a period of renewal of their local plans, with new requirements, 
new processes to follow and a new housing need number to work with. It is widely acknowledged that the 
council’s next local plan will be produced in the new planning system.   

The council has a local plan that was adopted in 2019 and reviewed in 2022 and considered not to require 
further update at that time. There has also been the addition of a number policy documents to the plan of 
Supplementary Planning Document and Neighbourhood Plans. The council’s local plan is well regarded, 
considered well written, accessible, and useful from both inside of the council and externally.  

The council has recently received a challenge to the land supply position, that was found to only be at 
under 4 years of housing supply. This  , along with the age of the plan, increased local housing need, and 
the proposed national changes in local plan production requirements, will mean that the service will have 
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to look to produce a new local plan in the near future or risk having less control of development coming 
forward.  

When the plan is required to be updated, we believe that the present policy team will require an increase 
in resourcing to undertake the work required to produce the new local plan. It is apparent that planning for 
this next stage of work is already being considered and there is a workforce plan developed by the Head of 
Planning policy to establish a sufficient team to develop the local plan.  

Though formal work on updating the local plan might not be undertaken for a year or two, we advise the 
authority to recognise what work can be undertaken now prior to formally starting the next local plan 
process. This should include reviewing and updating the historic greenbelt review and considering the “grey 
belt” proposal of the new requirements, progressing Gypsy & Traveler sites work and working information 
available from the council’s Assets Group. Other local plan evidence should also be reviewed, to see how 
relevant and up to date it is for the new system, what evidence can be built upon and what will require 
more of a complete reworking. 

The review has highlighted concerns about the present software and hardware available to the planning 
policy team for them to undertake the work when the council does formally undertake the production of 
the next local plan. The functionality of these will not allow the service to progress the local plan in the 
required timeframe for a new style local plan and run meaningful and productive engagement with the 
community. 

Producing the local plan will require considerable funding for evidence production, IT software and 
hardware improvements, as noted, and increased staffing. The review recognises that these need to be 
considered in the context of wider financial pressures and the council is aware from its previous experience 
of local plan production of the time and cost involved, as well as the importance of the local plan as a key 
council document. 

Whilst also considering the future timetable and work programme for the Barnsley Local plan, the council 
should consider engaging with its strategic partners on how a new strategic planning requirement is best 
formally delivered across the South Yorkshire Combined Authority area when the requirement becomes 
clear in the coming months. The council’s next local plan will have to work with the Strategic Development 
Strategy (SDS) for the sub region. There might be opportunities to co-develop evidence and work of the 
two documents, and neighboring local authorities’ local plans, which could reduce costs of the local plan 
production for the council. Barnsley want to be leading this agenda at both a political and practical level as 
it develops as a leader in the region. There wants to be a clear and consistent understanding from the 
senior leadership of the council and the officers of the service of the council’s narrative to the SDS being 
produced and the council’s local plan.  

4.4 Housing land supply, parish engagement, developer engagement and governance of developer 
contributions 

The lack of a five-year housing land supply for the council is recognised as a concern. There is a potential for 
this to undermine the council’s local plan policies and development aims in the borough. Opening the door 
for speculative applications on sites not allocated in the local plan, and potentially even in the greenbelt, 
and planning by appeal rather than under the council’s control. This could affect the council’s ability to 
drive delivery as it wishes. Responding to these types of applications can take a large focus and resource for 
the Development Management service, bringing more pressure on to the service.   

The council will want to address this as best as it can in the short term, through unlocking proposed sites 
that have stalled or making sites highlighted for the later period of local plan come forward. In the longer 
term this position will need to be addressed through the updating the local plan.   
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The council will need to be prepared for its Housing Delivery Test result to change as the delivery reduces.  
This will require new actions including meaning more sites needing to be allocated to provide a “buffer” 
intensifying the land supply challenge and bring less control to the authority. 

During the process of the review, we engaged with a small selection of Parish councils. There appeared to 
be a lack of consistency to the information and support that they were receiving. There was a strong desire 
from them to be regularly engaged in the planning process. They are a key part of the planning process who 
are keen to be informed.  There would be value in supporting the area’s parish Councils to productively 
engage in the planning process with consistent access to planning application information as it is shared 
with ward councillors. This would have a low resource requirement for the service since the information is 
already being produced and would just need to be regularly shared with the parish clerks of the area.  

There is an opportunity to allow the parish councils access to the annual training. This could be delivered as 
part of the training that the local authority councillors receive on how the planning process works or how 
the parish councils access training, particularly as we enter a period change in the planning system. The 
parish councils are going to engage in the planning system, having them as informed as possible, making 
relevant representations will aid how the service is delivered.  

The service is regarded positively by developers and agents that we spoke as users of the service.  

Some of the stakeholders we engaged highlighted that there was a lack of clarity to the process for the 
governance and allocation of developer contributions via the Developer Contributions Committee. There 
are reports produced and possibly through these there are opportunity to highlight how collected 
developer contributions are both delivering improvements for the community but also how they are 
related to the development that is occurring, possibly including something in the annual statement.  We 
believe that there is also an opportunity to collect developer contributions for a wider range of 
infrastructure needs than is presently being collected, specifically around health provisions, and we believe 
that this could be achieved by an amendment to the current Supplementary Policy Document. It was not 
clear whether the service is taking the opportunity to fund the management, implementation, and 
monitoring work around the developer contributions that it is undertaking, helping to relieve some of the 
resourcing pressures on the service.  

 
4.5 Planning committee structure and recommendations 
 
The council’s Planning Regulatory Board (planning committee) is functioning very well.  
 
Members at Barnsley have embraced the council’s vision of regeneration and growth-based development 
for the council. Consequently, the committee is making consistent and strong decisions, members are less 
often in conflict and creating a good working relationship between members, and officers and members.  
The committee is well chaired, with good committee member interaction with the chair, each other and 
the officers supporting the committee.  It has good processes that are consistently followed, with 
committee papers and good clear and visible presentations. 

The committee would be considered large with 26 members compared to approximately 90%1 of councils 
in the country that have 15 or less committee members. However, the large number of members on the 
planning committee does not appear to cause any undue issues in consistency, management, or resourcing 
of the committee, and from the reviews viewing of the committee and feedback from those involved and 
using the committee appears to work successfully.  
 
The committee function well as a decision-making body. However, the council could consider improving 
how the committee makes itself accessible and interacts with the public. The planning committees of local 
authorities are often the most visible/accessed decision-making of a council by the public. High numbers of 

 
1 Taken from the PAS 2024 Modernising Planning Committee National Survey 
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people come to view or engage with these committee, and mostly very invested emotionally or financially 
in the decisions that are made.  The planning process in itself can be challenging to understand at times. 
Helping the community to understand both how the committee works and how decisions are made helps 
them to engage, removes stress and fear of engaging with the committee and brings a better 
understanding of the committee’s decisions.  This can be done through providing a clear explanation about 
the committee process and the planning decision-making parameters of the committee at the start of the 
committee, as well as via the information on the council’s website, and even made available to those 
viewing from the public gallery.    
 
This introduction should explain who the committee members are, the officers that are there to support 
the committee and where they are situated in the room. The introduction should also include clearly 
indicating where the public will speak from, the process that will be followed of speakers with time limits, 
case officer presentations, questioning, discussion, and voting by committee.  Placing the committee 
members in the chamber so that they are visible to the public from the public gallery would also improve 
the experience of members of the public attending.   
 
The council should also consider webcasting and recording the Planning Regulatory Board meetings. 
Barnsley are one of only a small percentage of authorities that do not presently webcast their planning 
committees, with over 85%2 of local authorities presently making their committees available via webcasting 
and recordings. Barnsley Council already webcast a number of other committees and boards and has the 
technology, technical ability and councillor engagement to do this. It would improve the publics access to 
the committees’ decisions. 
 
It was noted that the planning committee does not always sit every month if there are no applications that 
pass the council’s requirement to go to committee. The council has a process of “pre-screening” 
applications to allow members to be aware of the applications that are live but facilitate the delegation 
process of applications and allows the planning committee to focus on the more contentious and 
strategically important applications. This approach is in line with the direction for future direction of 
planning committee reform from the new government. When the committee does meet due to cases not 
reaching the council’s threshold it is using these times to undertake committee training, keeping members I 
formed and upskilled, which should be commended.   

It is expected that more detail on what these changes from the government will mean in how planning 
committees will be modernised in the coming months. The service and the committee are well placed to 
respond to the challenge of being a modern planning committee.  

 
5.0 Implementation, next steps and further support 

It is recognised that the Council and service will want to consider and reflect on these findings.  

To support openness and transparency, we recommend that the council shares this report with officers and 
that they publish it for information for wider stakeholders. There is also an expectation that the council 
responds to the finding in the report and develops an action plan to be published alongside the report. 

Where possible, PAS and the LGA will support councils with the implementation of the recommendations 
as part of the Council’s improvement programme.  

A range of support from the LGA and PAS is available on their websites.  Some specific areas of support that 
the authority might wish to look at includes: 

• Local Plan Project Management support 

• Development Management Challenge Toolkit  

• Improving governance of developer contributions 

 
2 Taken from the PAS 2024 Modernising Planning Committee National Survey 

about:blank
about:blank
https://www.local.gov.uk/pas/plan-making/support-plan-making
https://www.local.gov.uk/pas/development-mgmt/development-management-challenge-toolkit
https://www.local.gov.uk/pas/topics/developer-contributions/improving-governance-developer-contributions


 

 16 

• PPA support 

• HDT support  

• PAS & LGA pathways to planning graduates programme 

It is recommended that Barnsley Council discuss ongoing PAS support with Steve Barker, Principal 

Consultant, stephen.barker@local.gov.uk and any corporate support with Mark Edgell, Principal Adviser, 

mark.edgell@local.gov.uk  

As part of the LGA’s peer review peer impact assessment and evaluation, PAS and the LGA will contact the 
Council in 6-12 months to see how the recommendations are being implemented and the beneficial impact 
experienced. 
 
The author of this report is Steve Barker (stephen.barker@local.gov.uk), on behalf of the peer review team. 
 
This report was finalised in agreement with the Council on 6th February 2025. 
 
We are grateful for the support of everyone that contributed to this review.  
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