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Improving Planning Services using Systems Thinking
Doing More with Less

As part of the Council’s ongoing journey of continuous improvement, and in recognition of the tightening financial constraints on the Council, Systems Thinking is being used as a method to improve quality and reduce costs, thereby achieving greater value for money for customers and citizens.  
Systems Thinking is not new but is being promoted through the government’s National Improvement strategy, and part funding has been achieved from the West Midlands Regional Improvement and Efficiency partnership (RIEP) to undertake an intervention in Planning.
What is Systems Thinking?
Systems Thinking is a method that looks at the whole process from end to end (the system), from a customer perspective. It seeks to improve the customer experience whilst reducing the amount of waste in the system. It is founded on the premise that the system we work in drives peoples behaviour and that changing the system achieves improvement. It’s about new ways of working and managing too, so that over time sustainable improvement is achieved.
Planning Services
The first intervention has been in the Planning service, because Planning underpins most of our Corporate Strategy, has the greatest opportunity for Place Shaping, it touches on most other services in the Council, interfaces with many customers, and is an identified area for improvement in terms of value for money.
Our Planning Staff Say …..
“ We have tried changing parts of the planning system before without having the time to fully appreciate the impacts on the system as a whole.  As a result, previous changes have often proven unsustainable in the long term.  The Systems Thinking approach offers the chance to change things for the better for the long term and this is the first time that I have been convinced that lasting change can be achieved if we see the process through.”
“ We have been blindly striving to meet Government targets for too long without realising the effects that this has on officer behaviour and morale.  A target driven culture based on dates does not measure the quality of decision making.  As a professional planner I want to achieve the best quality development not the fastest decision possible.  Reducing the emphasis on meeting target dates and concentrating more on the outcomes of applications should help achieve a better quality environment and foster better relationships with our customers and stakeholders.”
Between May and July 2009 the Planning team undertook a thorough review of their system, which involved detailed analysis of around 200 planning applications, along with systems data on all applications received in the previous year. Some of the things they found were:


Waste (work that is of no value or could have been avoided, that uses capacity and therefore has a cost):

1.  50% of planning applications processed are found to be invalid leading to significant delays for the customer and wasted work for the Council.

2.  It was taking between 21-32 days to process applications through all the administrative stages and get the consultation process started.

3.  As a consequence of trying to achieve government targets (a decision in 8 weeks/56 days) a third of applicants were asked to withdraw their application (often on day 56 or accept a decision of refusal) when a decision could not be made within target.  When those applications are re-submitted they are processed for a 2nd time, free of charge. A third of decisions were being made on day 56.

4.  Late responses from consultees added to the delay in being able to make a decision within the target time (see 2 above).
Improvement in the stages and end to end time of the Planning process

[image: image2]
Baseline Performance: Performance against the government targets is shown below, however, this was not the real experience for the customer who had to wait much longer for a decision. For the Government targets the clock starts ticking when an application is valid. However, the real customer experience starts when they submit an application and continues (through repeat applications sometimes) until they receive approval.
	Application Type
	Gov. Target
	% Met Target
2008/9
	Real Customer Experience (avg. days)

	Majors
	60% in 13 weeks 
(91 days)
	76%
	479 days

	Minors
	65% in 8 weeks 
(56 days)
	65.39%
	188 days

	Others 
(house- holders)
	80% in 8 weeks 
(56 days)
	73.20%
	123 days


Improving the System
As a result of this review of the system we have learnt that there is a lot of waste and duplication in the system and there is significant opportunity to improve the experience of the customer whilst also removing the waste. Initially four areas stood out as needing improvement and experiments were set up in each of these to identify the best solution. Where the experiments found suitable solutions, the team have now made the changes normal.
1.  Application validation
Issue: Data showed that it took 7.5 days from receipt of an application to validation

Purpose: to get a high quality application onto a case officer’s desk as soon as possible whilst notifying the customer quickly if their application is invalid. 
Through new ways of working the administrative support team are now able to get an application through the 1st admin stage to case officer within 4 hours of receipt.

2.  Pre-application advice for Minor and Householder applications
Issue: Where Pre-application advice had been given the process was quicker. Purpose: To establish whether surgeries are the best way to provide high quality advice; and if they are the most effective way for early identification of issues. This has involved looking at all points of contact with the planning service eg. surgeries, meetings, correspondence and phone calls. We found that surgeries do not deliver the best results and better pre-application advice over the phone often avoids the need for a meeting or site visit. However, meetings and site visits are still offered where they will be of benefit to the customer and to the case officer.  Also the Contact Centre have received training and are now able to resolve 50% of basic enquiries at first point of contact.  

3.  Householder applications
Issue: By focusing on the largest volume area first we anticipated gaining the greatest return for our efforts and the simplest way to see results. 
Purpose: To get it right first time. 
This has involved assistant planners receiving greater support at the early 
stages of an application, to develop their skills and learning which is helping to improve the quality and time to decide applications. As a result the planners no longer focus on the 56 day target, instead they work towards processing the application at the earliest possible opportunity i.e at the end of the statutory consultation period. The average time now taken to process a planning application is 49 days (customers real experience), compared to the baseline of 123 days, with only 10% of applications not approved compared to 33% previously. Due to the success of the experiment with householder applications, this principle has now been introduced to Minor Applications.
4. Pre-application advice for Major applications: 

Purpose: To provide prospective applicants with a clear Planning and Stratford on Avon District Council corporate steer and provide an early opportunity for the community to comment.
This has involved providing a list of major applications to management team so they can give a steer on implications for the Corporate Strategy and place shaping merit; meeting with ward members, parish and town councils to seek at pre-application stage their comments at the earliest opportunity. 
What next?
Invalid Applications –We still have 50% of applications that are invalid upon receipt, so we are investigating ways to improve this situation. We know that the most common reasons for this are missing plans, missing energy statements and incorrect/missing fees. We are now inviting applicants and agents to comment upon why so many applications received are invalid. We have not got to the stage of experimenting in this area yet.
Minor Application Process – we are now doing an analysis of the effects on this process.
Further Benefits

Improvements in Customer Service are not the only benefit we have seen as a result of this intervention. There have also been efficiency and cultural benefits to the organisation. 
Direct Savings

Through improvements in the admin support and removing waste from the application process in 2010/11 we will save a total of £120,000 in salaries across 4 fte’s. This equates to 20% of the current annual salaries budget of front line staff in this team.   Further more it is anticipated that there will be no need to employ temporary staff to deal with peaks in work load therefore saving the authority a further £100,000.

Possible future income opportunities include: charging for pre-application work on major and other applications. As this is currently in the experimental stage it is estimated to bring in £20,000 per annum; by establishing better relationships with developers we will potentially secure more developments within the district which will bring in more income.
Indirect Savings

Relevant GIS work has been transferred from our IT department into planning admin. With training, planning admin staff have been able to absorb this work without the need for additional staff. This has increased 0.35 fte capacity within IT (GIS).

Through better working relationships other service areas have also benefited from the Planning intervention. An example of this is Environment where regular weekly meetings occur between Planning and Environment to discuss planning applications in one session, rather than on a piece meal basis, saving time in the long term.
Cultural Improvements 
The morale amongst our planning support team is now described as ‘fantastic’. They are a self-managing and regulating team responsible for their own work and leave rotas. This has been achieved by cutting the waste out of their work which has lead to a noticeable reduction in negative morale.

It will now be possible to determine how many planners (and at what grade) are required to deal with the workload. 

The customers we have spoken to are much happier with our new system, although this is yet to be quantified through customer surveys.
What we’ve learned
Working the way we have gives us the chance to experiment and find out what works well and to spot some of the unexpected pitfalls. Much that we have learned from the householder experiment can now be applied to minor and major applications, working with the planners and senior planners.

A key learning point to come out of the process so far is just how important it is for everyone to work together. Everyone involved including support officers, the customer services team, consultees, case officers, management team and members need to pull together to achieve the agreed purpose of the planning application process: ’enabling appropriate development through an efficient, transparent process’ . If any one of these parts falls down then the system will not deliver so it is vital that everyone plays their part.

Throughout the year we have found that Systems Thinking can be hard work (not least for those still working in the “old way”) and that it requires everyone to take a critical look at themselves and everything they do. It is great to see the early signs in the planning support team and the householder team that the hard work will be worth it and that Systems Thinking really will deliver the transformation and resilience that it promises.
Want to know more?
If you’d like to know more please contact Liz Nicholson, Planning Manager 01789 260352, or Karin Stanley, Performance Improvement and Review Manager 01789 260619.
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Receipt to Decision (whole customer experience) was 123 days is now 49 days
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Receipt to Validation was 7.5 days is now 4 hours











Validation





Validation to 1st consultation was 21-32 days is now 6 days





Validation to Site Visit was a 42 days is now 14 days





Validation to Decision (NI) was 73% within 56 days is now 100% within 39 days 









