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1. PURPOSE OF THE REPORT

1.1 This report seeks Executive Board approval of the recommendations made by 
the Planning Advisory Service (PAS) following its independent review of the 
Planning Committee and Planning Control (‘Development Management’) 
Service and of the associated action plan to take forward those 
recommendations.  

1.2 To the extent that one of PAS’s recommendations falls within the responsibility 
of Council rather than the Executive Board, the report seeks Board 
endorsement of that recommendation to Council.  

2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

2.1 In response to concerns raised by Elected Members and some local residents 
regarding the Council’s performance in the area of Planning, the Executive 
Board approved the scope and terms of reference of a review at its meeting on 
8 June 2021 (Ref. CE/23/21).   

2.2 With support from the WLGA, the Council appointed the Planning Advisory 
Service (PAS) to undertake elements of the performance review, therefore 
giving an independent assessment and conclusions in relation to the Planning 
Committee and Planning Control. The independent work also included the 
engagement exercise to ensure that this was seen to be totally unbiased. The
third element of the review – lessons learnt from the LDP – must await the 
conclusion of the LDP Examination in Public, which has been delayed by the 
issue of phosphorus.  

2.3 In the autumn of 2021, PAS undertook a series of key stakeholder 
engagement events and meetings, including with Members, service users and 



key stakeholders (a full list is included in the PAS reports at Appendix 1) and 
comparative analysis of performance based against best practice in Wales 
and England.

2.4 PAS’s final report (attached as Appendix 1) concludes that the Planning 
service’s performance is creditable in the face of financial constraints over 
several years, but makes a number of recommendations to improve both the 
Planning Committee and Development Management Service. 

2.5 The most significant recommendations are: 
a reduction in the number of Councillors on the Planning Committee to 12
investment in a new back-office computer system to replace the outdated
one in use
a review of staff resources
other procedural improvements
mandatory Member training to ensure clarity around role and the
importance of representing Borough-wide and the public interest as well as
taking into account local views

2.6 It is recommended that PAS’s recommendations be implemented in full to 
achieve the necessary improvements and meet Member and public 
expectations of the Planning Committee and Planning service, subject to the 
necessary financial resources being in place to achieve them in a time of 
financial constraint and competing financial priorities.  

2.7 Appendix 2 provides an action plan in order to respond to the report in full. It 
has been considered by the project group involving Lead Members and the 
Chair and Vice Chair of Planning Committee.  

3. RECOMMENDATIONS

3.1 That the Executive Board agrees the report and recommendations made 
by the Planning Advisory Service.

3.2 That the Board approves the Action Plan devised in response to PAS’s 
recommendations. 

3.3 That the Board receive 6-monthly progress reports on the 
implementation of the action plan and the impact of actions on 
performance.  

3.4 That the Board supports in principle the reduction in size of the 
Planning Committee, and asks the constitutional working group to 
consider in advance of the Council AGM in May (when a decision will 
need to made), their views on the proposal to reduce to 12 members

.  

REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS 

(i) To enable the Planning Committee and Development Management service to
make improvements, better to serve the people of Wrexham and the wider
public interest.



4. BACKGROUND INFORMATION

4.1 The Planning Advisory Service (PAS) is part of the Local Government 
Association and was approached by the WLGA to deliver Wrexham’s
Planning review. PAS provides high quality help, advice, support and training 
on Planning and service delivery to councils. Its work follows a ‘sector led' 
improvement approach, whereby local authorities help each other 
continuously to improve their services. 

4.2 PAS undertook key stakeholder engagement (assisted by ‘Member peers’) and 
comparative analysis of the Planning Committee and Planning service, based 
on best practice.

Planning Committee  

4.3 PAS’s main findings with regard to the committee are as follows:

Overall, the meetings appear to be well managed and demonstrate good
teamwork from the Committee Chair, Planning Officers and the
Governance staff. The administration of the meeting is carried out
professionally. The Governance staff ensure that the technology and
processes are working and planned, and all participants are able to
engage effectively in the virtual meeting. However, the report identifies
areas where improvements could be made. Whilst processes are clearly
set out it remains important that they are consistently applied in practice.

Agendas would benefit from shortening in their length which would allow
greater focus on strategic decision-making and to reviewing performance,
whilst a reduction in the size of the Committee would enable more
focussed debate and training for elected members.

Officer presentations are professional and proportionate, although wider
officer attendance and better visual material would improve their clarity
and effectiveness of officer advice.

The report identifies concerns around the quality of decision-making,
associated with a lack of ownership of the development plan and also the
weight being given to local opposition. This is said to be having an adverse
impact upon investment decisions in the Borough.

Whilst behaviours at the meeting are in the most part appropriate, there is
a general acceptance that relationships between some Councillors and
officers have deteriorated.

A programme of training should be designed for both officers and
Councillors as part of a package of key measures to address the key
concerns raised in the report.

4.4 PAS make 9 key recommendations for the improvement of the function of the 
committee, including a reduction in its size to 12 well-trained Members, 
enhancing the scheme of delegation, mandatory training and enforcement of 
the Planning code of conduct and appointment of consultants with regard to 
decisions made contrary to officer advice. 

Development Management Service



4.5  PAS’s main findings with regard to the Planning Control or ‘Development 
Management’ Service are as follows: 

 The Service has faced ongoing challenges with the recruitment and 
retention of staff, a difficult Local Development Plan (LDP) process and 
some high profile and controversial planning applications. The challenges 
have been exacerbated by the need to modernise key systems and 
processes, and the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 The emerging LDP has raised local concerns around some key issues 
including House in Multiple Occupation (HMO’s), Gipsy and Traveller sites 
and housing allocations. Difficulties in the process have delayed adoption 
and as a result some applications on sites in the emerging plan have been 
granted permission on appeal because the Council has not been able to 
demonstrate a 5 year housing land supply. Although the planning process 
was sound, these applications have been seen as premature and have 
undermined confidence in the planning process for some people. 

 The current back office software is outdated and lacks the functionality of a 
modern system, This leads to significant inefficiencies in the process and 
makes workflow management difficult. 

Financial pressures over recent years have led to reductions in staffing 
levels in the normal establishment. Furthermore, in common with many 
authorities, Wrexham has experienced problems in recruiting and retaining 
staff, particularly suitably qualified planning officers. This has meant that 
staff have been working under significant pressure and where staff have 
changed roles to deal with peaks in workload, the problems have been 
exacerbated by a lack of continuity. More recently these staffing issues 
have been recognised, and some changes to the staff establishment have 
been agreed. 

 

 The political background in the area is complex, with a mix of different 
parties and groups in the Council and elsewhere. Many of the Members 
saw their role as representing the views of their residents and advocating 
for them when it came to decisions on planning applications. While this is 
wholly appropriate for Ward Members, it is not the correct position when it 
comes to sitting on the Planning Committee and determining planning 
applications. Planning Committee is a quasi-judicial body and the role of 
Committee Members is to assess planning applications against planning 
considerations and planning policy, and to make decisions on behalf of the 
whole Borough. The lack of appreciation of the different roles of Ward 
Members and Committee Members has been a significant factor in a 
worsening of the relationship between some Members and Officers. 

 

 In spite of the challenges the planning authority has managed to maintain 
a creditable level of performance, although this has had a significant 
impact on staff.

4.6 PAS make 14 recommendations for the improvement of the service, including 
investment in the back-office ICT system and Planning web-page and 
associated workflow procedures, and a review of staffing levels/structures. 

4.7 The Planning Service was reduced in size and resources to be able to provide 
a basic value for money service in response to the financial circumstances 
following the recession. To improve it, better to meet Member, and therefore 
public, expectations requires investment. Proposals are being, and will be, put 



forward for future revenue and capital budgets to increase the resilience of the 
staffing structure and ICT/back-office systems. A further report should be 
brought to Executive Board with resource changes to implement the plan in 
September 2022.  

4.8 As well as the proposed report in September 2022, further reports will be  
brought forward as follows regarding: 
 lessons learnt from the LDP (when the process has finished) 
 an annual review of progress against the recommendations and actions  

 
4.9  A member workshop took place on 1 March to review the full content of the 

PAS reports and consider views about Planning Committee. 

5. IMPLICATIONS
 
5.1 Policy Framework – The review took account of agreed Planning policy and 

procedures 

5.2 Budget – The review identifies additional costs (both one-off for ICT and 
continuing for staffing, training and ICT) if the service is to improve and meet 
Member expectations. Provision for the potential cost implications will be 
considered as part of the 2022/23 budget proposals.  

5.3 Legal – There are no legal implications. 

5.4 Staffing - The review identifies the need to extra staff resources to support 
improvements in the service. 

5.5 Equality/Human Rights - Members are advised of their duty to consider the 
full Equality Impact Assessment which is available at EIA00472/2021. 
Members of the public can request a copy of the full Equality Impact 
Assessment from the Contact Officer named in the header box of this report. 
A summary of the Equality Impact Assessment is attached as Appendix 3, 
but, in essence, the action plan has no impact on equality, per se.  

5.6 Risks - If the action plan, including the necessary resources, is not approved, 
the service will not be able to meet Members’ expectations, but operate at a 
statutory minimum level, only.   

 
6. CONSULTATION 
 
6.1 In undertaking the review, PAS consulted directly with the many key 

stakeholders identified in its report (Appendix 1).  
  
7. EVALUATION OF OPTIONS
 



7.1 Option 1 - Implement the Action Plan, and associated investment, with 
resultant improvements in the function of the Planning Committee and 
Development Management Service

7.2 Option 2 – Not implement the Action Plan – with no improvements in the 
function of the Planning Committee and Development Management Service 

BACKGROUND PAPERS LOCATION WEBSITE INFO.
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Wrexham County Borough Council: Review of Planning Commit

1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Welsh Local Government Association (WLGA) and the Welsh Government have a 
long-track record of working together in shaping and supporting self and sector-led 
improvement in Wales, in terms of policy design, development of legislation and 
delivery of improvement support to local government.

1.2 Sector-led improvement is recognised as an effective approach to driving, owning, 
sharing, and sustaining improvement within local government and is an established 
approach in Wales, England and Scotland.

1.3 The Planning Advisory Service (PAS) is part of the Local Government Association and
were approached by the WLGA to deliver the Wrexham Planning review. PAS
provides high quality help, advice, support and training on planning and service 
delivery to councils. improvement approach, whereby 
local authorities help each other to continuously improve.

1.4 The consultant appointed to lead the Planning Committee review is Tim Burton, who is 
a Chartered Town Planner who works as a contractor for PAS, having previously been
Head of Planning at two district authorities in Somerset. Tim has extensive experience 
of carrying out Planning Committee reviews and regularly provides training on good 
decision-making for Planning Committee members. Working alongside Tim is Cllr 
Mike Haines from Teignbridge Council who is Chair of the Planning Committee, having 
held this role periodically for more than 10 years since the mid-1990s. He has also 
been Cabinet member for Planning for 5 years in between, and Chair of Overview & 
Scrutiny for a further 6 years. Mike is the National Lead Member Peer for the LGA 
Independent Group and has participated in Planning reviews at several Councils. Tim 
and Mike helped facilitate the workshops and carried out the interviews, in addition to 
viewing recordings of the Planning Committee. Fellow PAS Member peers Councillor
Bryony Rudkin from Ipswich Borough Council and Councillor Dale Birch from Bracknell 
Forest Council have also reviewed several Planning Committee meetings and 
provided feedback and evidence for this report.

1.5 This review was commissioned by the Council and funded by the WLGA via their
Improvement Support Offer. The Executive Board authorised a review of Planning in 
response to concerns raised by some Elected Members and some local residents.
The scope of the review includes the Planning Committee, the Planning service 
(Development Management) and lessons learned from the Local Development Plan 
process. This report is prepared in response to the first of these three workstreams.

1.6 The review work has included assessment of Planning Committee agendas, 
application data and other reports and protocols. Recordings of recent Committee 
meetings have been reviewed. Interviews via Zoom were conducted with key 
Councillors, officers and stakeholders including local developers or their agents.
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Interviews were undertaken between 15th and 29th November 2021.  Two Councillor 
workshops were also held on 16th and 29th November 2021. 

 
1.7 

Planning Committee, as well as its workload and composition.  It also assesses the 
way decisions are made and how that impacts upon relationships between officers and 
elected members.  It considers Councillor and officer training and how additional 

 
 
1.8 All those interviewed have engaged fully with the process and are thanked for 

providing their honest opinions and feedback. 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Overall, the meetings appear to be well managed and demonstrate good teamwork from 
the Committee Chair, Planning Officers, and the Governance staff.  The administration of 
the meeting is carried out professionally.  The Governance staff ensure that the 
technology and processes are working and planned, and all participants are able to 
engage effectively in the virtual meeting.  However, the report identifies areas where 
improvements could be made.  Whilst processes are clearly set out it remains important 
that they are consistently applied in practice. 
 
Agendas would benefit from shortening in their length which would allow greater focus on 
strategic decision-making and to reviewing performance, whilst a reduction in the size of 
the Committee would enable more focussed debate and training for elected members. 
 
Officer presentations are professional and proportionate, although wider officer 
attendance and better visual material would improve their clarity and effectiveness of 
officer advice.  
 
The report identifies concerns around the quality of decision-making, associated with a 
lack of ownership of the development plan and also the weight being given to local 
opposition.  This is said to be having an adverse impact upon investment decisions in the 
Borough. 
 
Whilst behaviours at the meeting are in the most part appropriate, there is a general 
acceptance that relationships between some Councillors and officers have deteriorated. 
 
A programme of training should be designed for both officers and Councillors as part of a 
package of key measures to address the key concerns raised in the report. 
 

 
KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
R1 Establish a programme of regular compulsory training for Members of the Planning 

Committee.  Areas to cover to include: the role of Committee members and how that 
differs from other Councillor roles; the role of and weight to be given to the 
development plan in good decision making; how to balance considerations effectively 
and evidence-based decision making; and how to engage in the planning process 
whilst avoiding predetermination. 

 
R2 Deliver training to ward and community councillors to help them engage with and 

assist their residents  in the planning process. 
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R3 Deliver training on presentation skills and behaviours to officers who may need to 
attend Planning Committee meetings. 

 
R4 Review the size of the Planning Committee with a view to reducing membership to 12 

members. 
 
R5 Review the scheme of delegation both in terms of which items are considered by 

committee and the level of delegation amongst officers to ensure that decisions are 
made at the appropriate level and the Committee is not overburdened and frees up 
time for other matters, such as training, reviews of performance and appeal decisions. 

 
R6 Provide a regular report to committee providing information on planning applications 

handled in relation to Welsh Government targets, appeal decisions, awards of costs, 
and details of enforcement cases and successful outcomes. 

 
R7 Review officer attendance at Committee meetings in order to manage workloads and 

to improve effectiveness of advice. 
 
R8 Review how officers and Councillors interact outside of the Committee forum to 

enhance their wider involvement in the planning process without risk of 
predetermination. 

 
R9 Ensure that the code of conduct is always followed when Members reach a decision 

 in these cases, although 
Members can make a contribution to appeals to explain their decisions, an external 
consultant should be appointed at an early stage to represent the council where this 
will involve appearing in person at a Hearing or Inquiry. 

 
2 THE COMMITTEE PROCESS 
 
2.1 The Council has a single Planning Committee, which meets once per month.  The 

Committee comprises of 20 members.  The meetings are attended by the Planning 
Control Manager, as well as an officer to provide legal advice and a member of the 
governance staff.  A member of the Highways team also attends regularly. 

 
2.2 As a result of Covid 19 related restrictions, all Planning Committee meetings are now 

held remotely using Zoom.  They are also live streamed via Public-i.   Zoom is the 
preferred platform as it allows all the contributors to be visible during the meeting and 
the streaming allows both security and good public viewing of the committee.  Whilst 
the review team have not reviewed any face-to-face meetings, feedback during 
interviews on previous arrangements at the Guildhall indicated that whilst the venue 
was suitable for its purpose, the audio is poor and the technology available is not fit for 
purpose.  This is something that should be addressed before any resumption of face-
to-face meetings. 

 
2.3 At the start of each meeting, the Chair sets out clearly how the meeting will be 

conducted and advises on use of Zoom and contingencies in the event of failure.  
Connectivity for Councillors appears to be satisfactory, and no such issues arose 
during the meetings observed. 

 
2.4 A protocol is provided for those members of the public wishing to access the session.

It is clear and those attending are provided with the support necessary to join and 
contribute to the meeting.  Feedback received on the administration of the meeting 
was generally positive. 
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2.5 The overall impression from viewing the meetings was that they are well managed and 
are a product of teamwork on the part of the Committee Chair and the officers in 
attendance. 

 
2.6 The Council allows one speaker in support and one speaker against each application 

in addition to the ward Councillor.  This is an approach taken by many Councils and is 
reflective of good practice. 

 
2.7 For the purposes of this review, recordings of Planning Committees have been viewed

via the Public-i recording rather than through joining the Zoom call.  Comments on the 
appearance of the production are made accordingly.  Sound and visual appearance of 
participants was considered to be reasonable, although it is suggested that all 
participants should be labelled consistently on screen, including identifying whether 
they are a Councillor, officer or other participant.  Some Councillors could also benefit 
from advice on how they appear on screen (e.g. camera positioning) and use of 
backdrops should be standardised. 

 
2.8 The Public-i recording currently only displays the person who is speaking.  The ability 

to see all Councillors on screen at one time is not generally available to those viewing 
the live stream.  This is something that the Council may wish to consider adapting if 
meetings are to continue to be held virtually.  It is important that viewers can see that 
all Councillors are present and attentive at all times, as they would at an in-person 
meeting.  This is currently not possible.  The Council may wish to view other Planning 
Committees which demonstrate best practice in delivering virtual and streamed 
meetings.  PAS can signpost to relevant examples. 

 
2.9 As has already been stated, the move to a virtual Planning Committee has been 

successful and no evidence was found to suggest that the quality of decision making 
has suffered as a result of the meeting going on-line.  Based upon the Committee 
meetings viewed, the Committee members are able to make decisions safely based 
upon viewing information provided by officers (both in reports and verbally at the 
meeting) and hearing representations, as would be the case if the meeting was held in 
person.  However, as stated elsewhere in this report the presentation of visual material 
could be improved (whether meetings continue to be held virtually or equally should 
they return to being held at the Guildhall). 

 
2.10 Whilst the scope of this review does not enable detailed analysis of the individual 

decisions made, there is a comparatively high number of officer recommendations that 
are overturned by the Committee.  This is considered in more detail elsewhere in this 
report.  However, there was no evidence from the meetings observed, that the move to 
a virtual Planning Committee has had any impact upon the outputs from the meetings 
or is a contributory factor towards the number of overturns being made. 

 
2.11 It is considered that the split of duties between the Legal and Governance Officers 

could benefit from reassessment and greater clarity, with the Governance Officer being 
responsible for all matters relating to the management of the meeting including the 
recording of voting, leaving the Legal Officer to provide legal advice and support, 
together with ensuring that decision-making is sound.  Voting is currently undertaken 
via a roll call.  Many Councils now use electronic voting, which would be helpful in 
terms of improving efficiency and transparency.  

 
2.12 The Chair is widely seen as being effective in carrying out his role.  He manages the 

meeting well and ensures that the business of the meeting is generally enacted in an 
efficient manner.  However, it is vital that the meetings continue to be managed in an 
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effective way in the longer term.  Therefore, it is important that succession planning for 
this role is put in place. 

 
2.13 As stated above, the Chair manages the meeting in a manner which expedites the 

business efficiently.  However, it is important that there is consistency in terms of 
process around order of speakers, timing and how points of clarification are handled. 
Motions should be made at an appropriate point in the debate and be clear. This did 
not always appear the case during the meetings viewed.  Whilst the Chair uses his 
discretion to adapt the agenda to move those items where there are no public 
speakers present to the end of the agenda, it would be helpful to those viewing if the 
revised running order was set out by the Chair at the start of the meeting. 

 
2.14 Accurate minutes of decisions made are particularly important where the decision is 

.  
Committee minutes are quite succinct and, in the light of a recent High Court decision 
(Cross v Cornwall County Council), a review of the procedure at Committee and of the 
detail of Committee minutes would be appropriate to ensure that procedures are clear 
and robust and that minutes are sufficiently precise and detailed. 

 
2.15 The Council operates a process where applications can be deferred for a site 

inspection prior to a decision being made.  However, this only occurs following an 
initial referral to the Planning Committee meeting.  This approach introduces a delay 
into the process and takes up valuable Committee time and the need to schedule 
additional meetings.  It has also been suggested that a significant proportion of 
Committee members do not regularly attend the site visits.  A more effective approach 
would be for the Chair and Vice Chair (in consultation with officers) to identify those 
sites where a site inspection may be necessary in advance, allowing site inspections to 
take place prior to the meeting and the decision to then be made at the scheduled 
meeting. 

 
3 THE COMPOSITION OF THE PLANNING COMMITTEE AND ITS WORKLOAD 
 
3.1 From a study of agendas and the recordings of meetings viewed it is apparent that the 

length of Committee agendas, and therefore the length of the meeting itself, varies 
greatly.  A large number of applications are often to be determined at each meeting. 
Both officers and Councillors admitted that meetings were at times too long, which is 
not in the interests of good decision-making.  Whilst the proportion of applications 
being determined by Councillors has reduced since recent changes to the scheme of 
delegation, a significant proportion of those applications being referred to the 
Committee are still neither strategic nor truly controversial.  This is a consequence of a 
threshold for referral of only three representations.  Minor applications are still taking 
up valuable Committee time.  There is little added benefit derived from Councillor 
scrutiny of minor or householder applications.  Raising of this threshold to raise the 
number of delegated decisions to around 95% (which is often considered as best 
practice in decision-making) would result in shorter meetings and/or the freeing up of 
capacity, which will enable greater focus on proposals that truly deserve Councillor 
scrutiny.  Potentially, it could also provide more time to brief Councillors on important 
matters and to review performance and previous decisions made. 

 
3.2 A Planning Committee comprising twenty members is large when compared to the 

majority of others in Wales (and across the wider UK).  Only two Councils in Wales 
have larger Committees (Ceredigion and Powys).  A smaller Committee of around 12 
members would enable more focussed debate to take place and would provide 
encouragement to a more informed and trained membership.  It would also free up 
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other Members to focus on the important role of representing their ward in planning 
related matters. 

 
3.3 Whilst it was suggested during the interviews that there could be advantages in having 

an earlier start time to accord with the timing of other Council meetings, the consensus 
amongst interviewees was that a 4pm start remained appropriate. 

 
4 OFFICER REPORTS AND PRESENTATIONS 
 
4.1 The officer presentations viewed appeared as being professional and proportionate. 

However, the presentations currently lack any visual material for those viewing the 
meeting on the live stream or Zoom, with the only visual input being in the printed 
report.  Officer presentations would be much more effective, and the subsequent 
debate would be better informed by the inclusion of photographs and plans into the 
presentation that can be shared by the presenting officer through screen sharing. 

 
4.2 Many interviewees also identified the poor quality of screens to display material when 

the meetings were held face to face. This is something that should be investigated with 
the aim of being able to facilitate hybrid or face-to-face meetings in future. 

 
4.3 It would be preferable if the officer were to present the item before the Chair invites 

other participants to speak.  This would provide Committee Members with context 
before hearing representations. 

 
4.4 Having a single officer presenting, advising and responding to questions is putting too 

much pressure on one individual.  An alternative where one or more officer presents (a 
Senior and or Principal Planning Officer) with the Head of Service Development 
Management attending to provide any strategic advice would be a more effective way 
of supporting the meeting.  This would also have the added benefit of enabling wider 
engagement between officers and Councillors which should help reduce tensions that 
are potentially partly a result of the current arrangement. 

 
4.5 The attendance of other experts (e.g. highways or NRW) should be assessed on the 

basis of the composition of each agenda and whether technical expertise is likely to be 
required in these areas, rather than requiring a Highways officer to attend all meetings.

 
5 DEBATE AND DECISION-MAKING 
 
5.1 Whilst the Chair expedites matters where he perceives there is general consensus 

around the officer recommendation and no one is present to speak against, in other 
cases debate is encouraged and generally debates do not become protracted.  
However, at times the size of the Committee does militate against this, with a large 
number of Councillors wishing to speak on an individual item. 

 
5.2 The basis of decision-making should be to start with the policies in the development 

plan, then consider any other relevant policy context as is set out in the assessment of 
the report prepared by professional officers.  However, this would not always appear to 
be the case as is evidenced by the number of applications where the Committee has 
not followed officer advice and their decision has then not been upheld at appeal.  
There have also been instances where costs have been awarded against the Council 
in such circumstances, which indicates that the Council has acted unreasonably. 

 
5.3 A contributory factor in this is that at times a significant proportion of Committee 

members appear to be preferring to act as community champions.  Whilst this an 
entirely legitimate role for a Councillor, it is not appropriate when making decisions as 
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a member of the Planning Committee.  Planning Committee members should 
determine proposals in the public interest on behalf of the Borough as a whole.  
However, it appears that many decisions are made based upon local opposition 
without the evidence necessary to support the decision. 

 
5.4 The relationship between some other Members and officers is not without tension as is 

set out in more detail in the following section.  It appears that this is sometimes related 
to Members finding it difficult to separate their role as Ward Councillors representing 
the views of those residents who have made representations, and their separate role 
as Members of the Planning Committee where their role is to weigh up the planning 
considerations of a scheme in the light of planning policy and to make decisions on 
behalf of the whole Borough. 

 
5.5 These tensions have come to a head with a number of controversial applications that 

have been decided recently.   One of these was a residential site on land that is not 
allocated for development in the out of date Unitary Development Plan (UDP), but is 
intended to be allocated in the emerging Local Development Plan (LDP).  The process 
for adopting the LDP has been difficult for the authority and has taken longer than 
planned, and its progress is likely to be further delayed because of the need to 
address the issue of phosphates in relation to site allocations.  The application was 
refused by the Committee but subsequently allowed on appeal.  A key consideration 
for the Inspector was the fact that because the UDP is out of date the authority was 
unable to demonstrate a five year housing land supply, and the application was 
considered on its individual merits.  The planning process was sound, but the 
development is an ongoing cause of complaint from local residents and the process 
has, to some extent, damaged public and some Member confidence in the processes 
for plan making and the determination of planning applications.  The need to 
accommodate a significant number of new housing sites through the emerging Local 
Development Plan (LDP) has proved controversial.  Whilst Councillors' reservations 
are understood, the plan is prepared on behalf of the Council and must be the starting 
point for planning decision-making and only set aside where there are material 
considerations that indicate otherwise. 

 
5.6 The review process has included a workshop with agents and developers who 

regularly submit applications to the Council.  A lack of compliance with policy and 
guidance in decision-making has led developers and their agents to conclude that 
Wrexham is an authority that is more difficult to deal with than others in the region.  
They suggested to the review team that this lack of consistency is having a negative 
impact upon investment decisions.  The overall perception of agents and developers 
was that whilst officers are providing sound advice, if applications go to Committee it 
then becomes something of a lottery . 

 
6 OFFICER/MEMBER INTERACTION 
 
6.1 One of the reasons for the review of the service is the perception that there has been a 

deterioration in the relationships between officers and Elected Members. 
 
6.2 Little evidence has been found of poor or inappropriate behaviour during the Planning 

Committee meetings viewed, where both Members and officers appeared courteous 
towards each other.  Whilst such incidents may be isolated, it remains important that 
Councillors always treat their officers with due respect at all times.  The majority of 
Councillors interviewed consider officers to be providing appropriate advice and they 
recognise the resource issues that the department currently faces.  However, a 
minority questioned the capability of individual officers.  The review team have seen no 
evidence to suggest that this is the case.  Whilst not widespread, Councillors did at 
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times challenge viewed which is not 
appropriate.  It is legitimate at times for Councillors to come to a different conclusion to 
officers based upon the balance of planning considerations at play, but Councillors 
should still s recommendation when doing so. 

 
6.3 Councillors are rightly concerned about predetermination.  However, there would 

appear to be insufficient understanding of the difference between predetermination 
and predisposition, which is leading to nervousness on the part of Councillors and 
therefore a lack of interaction with officers outside of the Committee setting.  It is 
entirely appropriate for Councillors to express predisposition and to discuss proposals 
with officers on an informal basis.  Whilst Covid restrictions may have temporarily 
exacerbated this problem, it is still an issue that would benefit from being addressed.

 
6.4 The Chair and Vice-Chair have regular briefings with officers.  However, there are 

advantages in briefing the wider Committee, particularly in respect of complex 
proposals, in advance of their formal consideration.  Increased contact between all 
Planning officers and Councillors in this way would help resolve the tensions outlined. 

 
6.5 It has been suggested by a small selection of those interviewed that the service could 

defend itself more robustly at appeal when members overturn officer recommendations 
at committee.  Whilst the scope of this review did not allow this aspect of appeals to be 
looked at in depth, it is generally considered to be good practice to appoint consultants 
to work with the service to defend appeals in such circumstances, particularly where 
they are to be determined by Hearing or Public Inquiry.  This approach should help to 

 
 
7 TRAINING AND DEVELOPMENT 
 
7.1 Councillor training for Planning Committee members is currently intermittent and 

insufficient and is inevitably a contributory factor in issues identified elsewhere.  The 
ad hoc approach to training, which has traditionally been linked to the carrying out of 
Site Inspections is inadequate and it is suggested that even this was often poorly 
attended.  This issue has been exacerbated by the impacts of Covid as well as an 
influx of new Councillors on the Committee.  Staff capacity to support training has 
undoubtedly also been a contributory factor.  It is concluded that a programme of 
training sessions should be developed to include: the role of Committee members and 
how that differs from other Councillor roles; the role and weight to be given to the 
development plan in good decision making; how to balance considerations effectively 
and evidence-based decision making; and how to engage without predetermination. 

 
7.2 Training should also be provided for ward members and community councillors to 

assist them in engaging with the planning process. 
 
7.3 Agents and developers who regularly submit planning applications have a perception 

that the applications they submit to other councils in the region are subject to more 
informed input and debate at committee than they receive at Wrexham. 

 
7.4 Previous decisions and in particular appeals are not being revisited.  This would assist 

Councillor understanding around assessing the planning balance and the need for 
sound evidence when making decisions.  However, reporting back on appeal costs 
needs to be done sensitively to avoid it being divisive.  The focus of reporting needs to 
be around identifying issues of unreasonableness. 

 
7.5 Whilst the previous section of this report identified the benefits of greater interaction 

between Councillors and Council officers, on balance there may be benefit in using 
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external facilitators to minimise issues around perceptions of trust and that officers 
might seek to use training to Councillors into particular outcomes. 

 
7.6 Planning Officers do not currently receive training on issues relating to their presence 

at Planning Committee.  In association with recommendations around officer 
presentations and widened exposure of officers to Committee work, there would be 
benefit in developing a programme of relevant training for all officers who attend 
Planning Committee. 

 
8 CONCLUSIONS 
 
8.1 Whilst the Planning Committee is well managed and administered effectively, there are 

areas, particularly around decision-making and officer/member interaction where there 
is need for improvement.  This is having an adverse impact upon the reputation of the 
Council as a local planning authority and is also seemingly having a detrimental impact 
upon investment in the Borough. 

 
8.2 To address the issues raised in this report a package of key recommendations are 

made.  These include a programme of Councillor training, including revisiting earlier 
decisions; amendment to the scheme of delegation to enable greater focus upon 
strategic decision-making; a review of officer attendance; reduction in the size of the 
Committee; and strengthening of officer/elected member interaction throughout 
planning process.  It is important that these actions are considered as a package 
which together will improve the quality of decision making 
reputation.  Other recommendations to improve the efficiency of the meetings are also 
made. 
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Appendix 1

List of Planning Committee Review Interviewees (as per invitations) 

All interviews were conducted jointly by Tim Burton and Councillor mike Haines 

Date Time Attendees Role 
Mon 15th November 9.00am Dominic Jones Highways Officer 

10.00am Cllr Michael Morris Planning Committee Chair 
11.30am CllrMichael Dixon Planning Committee Vice Chair
1.30pm Lawrence Isted Chief Planning & Regulatory Officer
2.30pm Natalie Roberts Committee Legal Officer 
4.15pm Cllr Mark Pritchard Council Leader 

Tues 16th November 
(pm) 

1.30 Bob Dewey Agents invited 
J10 Planning 
Roger Parry & Partners 
SG Estates Developers invited 
Castle Green Homes 
Bellway 
Wales & West 
Clwyd Alyn 

4.00pm Mr & Mrs Filce 
Weds 17th November 10.00am David Kelly Lead Member for Organisation - 

Planning & Corporate Services
11.30am John Griffiths Gresford Community Council

Thurs 18th November 1.30pm Matthew Phillips Interim Head of Service 
Development Control 

2.30pm Bryn Bolton 
John Kerr 
Mared Rees-Jones 
Sharon Holman 

Planning Officers 

4.00pm Helen Coomber Committee Services Lead 
Mon 29th November 10.00 Hugh Jones Group Leader Conservatives











































Appendix 3

Analysis of Appeal Decisions 2018/19 2020/21 

Total No of Appeals in Each Year 

2018/19 26

2019/20 35

2020/21 31

Split between appeals against delegated decisions as against Committee decisions

2018/19 15 delegated 11 Committee

2019/20 17 delegated 18 Committee

2020/21 25 delegated 6 Committee

Success rate Delegated

2018/19 15 appeals 3 allowed 12 dismissed 80% success rate

2019/20 17 appeals 4 allowed 13 dismissed 76% success rate

2020/21 25 appeals 6 allowed 19 dismissed 76% success rate

Success Rate Committee

2018/19 11 appeals 9 allowed 2 dismissed 18% success rate

2019/20 18 appeals 13 allowed 5 dismissed 28% success rate

2020/21 6 appeals 4 allowed 2 dismissed 33% success rate

Costs Awards

2018/19 0 delegated 2 Committee

2019/20 0 delegated 3* Committee

2020/21 1 delegated 2 Committee

Note: * 1 of these was three appeals combined
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