THE 400 PLAN
A targeted approach to reduce live
caseload in Planning Enforcement
March 2021

SECTION 1:
OVERALL PLAN 2021/22

1.1 WHAT IS THE CURRENT POSITION?
1.1.1 The Enforcement Team have a very high live caseload, i.e. cases that are ongoing. These cases
are typically ongoing because the site is yet to be visited, the breach requires further investigation,
the invited retrospective planning application has not yet been determined, the enforcement notice
has been appealed, the enforcement notice has not been complied with, etc.
1.1.2 In the past 7 years, only 2016 saw a net reduction the live enforcement caseload. In total,
during that period, the team now have an additional 307 cases to consider compared to 2013:

1.1.3 It is worth noting that this period also coincided with a noticeable increase in cases between
2017 and 2019, together with two lengthy periods when the team was left with one Enforcement
Officer whilst a replacement Officer was being recruited:

1.1.4 Live caseload has been increasing since 2014 to the point where it is now at unsustainable
levels:

1.2 WHAT ARE THE CONSEQUENCES OF A VERY HIGH CASELOAD?
1.2.1 There are numerous implications arising from having such a high live enforcement caseload,
including the following:







Cases take longer to be initially looked and to reach a conclusion.
Elements of a case can be missed when there is so much on our plates.
No slack to allow for prosecutions.
Low wellbeing.
Lower job satisfaction - feeling like one is not able to do as good a job as one would like.
Increasing amount of ‘failure demand’ type e-mails, i.e. where a customer chases for an
update, or complains about the service being provided.

1.3 WHY DO WE NEED A PLAN NOW?






The increasing number of live enforcement cases will only continue if we continue with
‘business as usual’.
We have an opportunity to focus on historic cases with the recruitment of a one year
Enforcement Officer.
2020 actually saw a drop in the number of enforcement cases being received – its lowest
point at any time since 2014. The first quarter of 2021 is so far replicating 2020 case
numbers.
There is an opportunity to learn the lessons and use the tools from the recent Capacity
Project, that were successfully integrated into the Development Management teams.

1.4 HOW CAN WE BEST USE THE NEW ONE-YEAR ENFORCEMENT OFFICER?
1.4.1 This is clearly dependent on the experience and capabilities of the individual appointed to the
post. A more experienced Enforcement Officer would be able to ‘hit the ground running’, whilst an
individual with no previous planning enforcement experience will require more initial training and
support.
1.4.2 Nevertheless, there are some key principles in terms of how this additional resource can be
used:
1) Pick up historic caseload that is not currently with Cora and Steve. It is not possible to ask
Cora and Steve to go through their historic caseload and at the same time pick up cases left
over from Jim, Ed, Laura and Tristan.
2) Pick up the majority of new cases, when they are suitably capable of doing so. This will allow
Cora and Steve the breathing space to bring their historic cases to a conclusion.
3) Allocation of new cases for the final 3-4 months to be very limited. This is to ensure that the
team are not left with another Officer’s backlog of historic cases when that Officer leaves
the team.

1.5 WHAT SHOULD BE THE APPROACH FOR OLD AND NEW CASES?
1.5.1 The ‘Geographic Focus’ to dealing with Enforcement cases will come to an end at the
conclusion of the current cycle on April 23rd. This will not be repeated for the following main
reasons:







A two or even three weekly cycle is insufficient time to ask for and receive PCNs, planning
applications, etc. We’ve already moved on to next area and therefore cannot deal with items
that have been submitted, or chase items that have failed to materialise.
Cases are increasingly being considered in other areas, i.e. not the focus area – an inevitable
result of turning over so many stones.
Some geographic areas have been more successfully resolved than others, leaving an
imbalance across the whole cycle.
The team’s first site visit performance has dropped markedly (also a result of Covid-19).
It is generating a significant amount of ‘failure demand’ type correspondence, e.g. ‘When
are you going to deal with x…?’

1.5.2 This will be replaced with brand new processes for ‘new’ cases, i.e. those received from
01.04.2021 – see Section 2 below. The changes outlined below represent a fundamental shift (a
‘culture change’) in the way that the team deal with Enforcement cases. The focus will be on moving
the smallest cases through the system as fast as possible and with the minimum of effort, and only
spending significant time on a case where the harm of the development concerned truly merits it.
1.5.3 The focus for older cases, i.e. those received before 01.04.2021 will be based on Case Type,
rather than geographic area – see Section 3 below.

1.6 WHAT IS THE TIMETABLE FOR THIS PLAN?
1.6.1 MARCH 2021: Project Scoping
The formulation of the measures and processes described in this report are the result of a
considerable amount of research, analysis and discussion:







An analysis of current live caseload numbers and case types.
A brainstorming / consultation meeting with the Enforcement team to look at current
obstacles and barriers, how to remove such obstacles and barriers, what processes need to
change, and how should caseload be divided up to provide the most appropriate focus.
Discussions with the ATL Enforcement and the Business Support Lead Officer.
Some initial changes made to Uniform to allow the introduction of new processes.
Some initial changes made to the website to reconsider public interaction with the service.

1.6.2 APRIL 2021: Project kick-off.
It is acknowledged that April will be a transition month. This is because it coincides with the second
week of the Easter Holidays, the start date for the new Enforcement Officer (April 12th), and the fact
that it will require some time for some ideas to bed in and some new templates to be created.
Nevertheless, the new way of working will start on April 1st.

1.6.3 MAY 2021: Monthly ‘State of Play’ assessment.
There will be a Team Meeting each month to discuss the latest caseload figures, new cases received
and cases closed, etc. This will be an opportunity to further discuss any barriers that are slowing
doing the resolution times for cases and to look at solutions for such issues.

1.6.4 JULY 2021: Quarterly review and consideration of any changes required.
It is accepted that this Plan will introduce a number of new processes and tools. It will be necessary
to review the effectiveness of these processes and tools at the end of each quarter and to assess
their usefulness and whether any tweaks / large changes are required.

1.6.5 MARCH 2022: End of project analysis and consideration of next steps.
This project should not be considered the ultimate end goal. Live caseload should be decreased
below 400 the following year by a continuation of the processes and tools that proved to be
successful in 2021/22. It is considered that a maximum live enforcement caseload of 300, broadly in
line with the 2013 figure, is required for a team of two Enforcement Officers and their Manager.

1.6.6 The Gantt Chart below provides a breakdown of the implementation periods for all the steps
and processes discussed in this report.

1.7 WHAT ARE THE RISKS FOR THIS PLAN AND HOW CAN THEY BE MITIGATED?
1) Reputational implications of not taking action
1.7.1 The processes outlined in this Plan include a number of measures seeking to close cases
quicker and to take no action more often. There could be concerns, therefore, that this will give rise
to an image of a planning enforcement team who ‘let people get away with it’, thereby impacting on
the reputation of the service.
1.7.2 Firstly, there is already a danger of the service gaining this reputation if live caseload continues
to rise, meaning less and less time to deal with the more harmful cases. The team cannot provide a
‘gold plated’ service in respect of all cases. Rather it must deal with the least harmful cases as
efficiently as purpose, for the very reason of providing more time to take formal action against the
developments causing significant harm.
1.7.3 The positive outcomes of formal action (compliance with Notices, successful prosecutions)
needs to be much more publicised so that the team has a reputation for taking strong action when it
is appropriate to do so.
2) Member expectations
1.7.4 It is appreciated that Members are often contacted by constituents about a matter which is
critical to them. However, this Plan will introduced a phased focus to Case Types and therefore the
team may not be able to look at the matter for some time. Equally, there may be cases where the
team wishes to take no action despite Member involvement.
1.7.5 As a result it is important that Members are explained why this new approach has been
introduced and the positive outcomes that will arise from it – not least gaining more time to take
strong action when appropriate and expedient to do so.
3) Surge of new cases in 2021/22
1.7.6 At this stage we are on course to receive approximately 100 enforcement cases in the first
quarter of this year. This would represent a significant drop in enforcement cases received if
replicated for the rest of 2021. Nevertheless, there is the possibility that with lockdown measures
easing the team could experience a sudden increase in new enforcement complaints that require
investigation.
1.7.7 The exact numbers of new cases being received cannot be predicted or controlled. However,
we can control the measures and processes we employ to deal with new cases. It is the intention of
this Plan that the processes being introduced will greatly assist at times of high new cases, but would
free up time for more proactive enforcement at time of low new cases.
4) Increase in Enforcement Notices and consequential appeal work.
1.7.8 As the focus is on closing simpler cases quickly, thereby leaving more time for the difficult
cases, there is the real possibility that this approach would give rise to more formal enforcement
action, which is resource intensive.
1.7.9 Not all appeals take the same the same time to deal with and even when the team spreads out
the serving of Enforcement Notices, this does not prevent the Planning Inspectorate from batching
Dacorum Enforcement appeals. Overall, this aspect of the service will need to be carefully monitored
so that resources are not overloaded at any one point in time. The 4 and 10 year Enforcement clocks
allow the team to delay the serving of a Notice slightly if it is needed for these reasons

SECTION 2:
NEW CASES : NEW PROCESSES

2.1 STRUCTURED FORTNIGHT
2.1.1 Each fortnight is to be carefully structured using a colour-coding categorisation system in
Outlook to plan the next two weeks’ activity.
2.1.2 A fortnight equates to 74 hours work. Out of this approximately two-thirds should be carefully
programmed based on the times and categories in the table below. It is recommended that these
are saved as re-occurring appointments in Uniform to avoid having to create these appointments
each time. These scheduled tasks must be undertaken during these times. Therefore, it is important
not to be distracted during these times and to only focus on the task at hand.
2.1.3 The remaining 21 hours allow for ‘unscheduled work’ (as described in the table below). This
provides a large degree within the fortnight to take into account of the particular pressures of that
two-weekly cycle. For example, there may be a particularly difficult Enforcement Notice report that
requires additional time; or a site visit must take place outside of the designated times.
2.1.4 All tasks can fit within one of seven categories:
CATEGORY HEADING
Green
Internal Meetings
Yellow
Site Visits
Blue

Reports

Orange

Correspondence

Red

Formal Action

Pink

Internal Tasks

Grey

Unscheduled Work

TASKS
Team Meetings, 1-2-1s, Review Meetings
First site visits, subsequent site visits, compliance
checks
Reports (NFA / NEXP / Recommending formal
action)
Update complainants, Contact offenders, Advert
letters, Invite applications / pre-applications
Draft and service of Enforcement Notices, Draft
and service of PCNs, Witness Statements, Legal
work
Case Reviews, Indexing, Discussions / consultations
with other DBC departments
For those unexpected tasks / for when you need
more time for a particular task

HOURS
5
16
16
6
4
6
21

2.1.5 The ‘scheduled’ part of the structured week provides the basis of your fortnightly plan. Based
on the incoming work and geographic area or case type focus for that fortnight it will be necessary
to detail the cases you will be looking at, what tasks you need to complete, and how long you
anticipate they will take. You may also already know that you need to use some of the ‘unscheduled’
time to complete a particular task for that fortnight. However, it is important to leave at least 5
hours of capacity unused each week within your fortnightly plan so that you can deal with that
unexpected but urgent query.
2.1.6 There may also be occasions when there is no task available for a ‘scheduled’ task. For
example, no case requires formal action that week. In which case, move on to the most pressing
tasks you have at hand.
2.1.7 The fortnightly plans will be agreed on the Monday at the start of each fortnight and reviewed
on the Fridays of weeks 1 and 2.

2.1.8 The following provides an example of a completed Structured Week:

2.2 IMPLEMENT HARM FILTER SYSTEM
2.2.1 This is a process whereby an early assessment is made regarding the level of harm caused by
the alleged breach of planning control / the breach of planning control. Harm can be assessed on a
scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the least harm / no harm and 5 being the most harm.
2.2.2 The first filter takes place by Managers in deciding whether the case is a ‘Fast Track’ case or
not. The Fast Track system, as described below, is intended to deal with cases causing the least or no
harm, i.e. those scoring a ‘1’ on the harm scale.
2.2.3 The second filter needs to take place by Officers after completing their site visit. This could
conclude that Fast Track cases initially rated as a ‘1’, need to be increased. For all other cases, the
Case Officer will need to score the harm out of 5 (and entering this number in the ‘Dist.Office’ field
in the ‘Reception/Complaint’ tab), and then usually take the following actions accordingly:
HARM

ACTION

1

Close case / Update parties

2

Write letter to owner inviting planning
application / Close Case / Update parties
Write letter to owner inviting planning
application / Await receipt of application /
Close Case / Update parties
Write letter to owner inviting planning
application / Await determination of
application / Close Case or Formal Action /
Update parties
Formal Action

3

4

5

WILL P/P BE
GRANTED FOR
DEVELOPMENT?
Not needed or
Absolutely, yes.
Very likely.

SEEK
VOLUNTARY
RESOLUTION

POTENTIAL
PCN

Likely.

X

Maybe yes,
maybe no.

X

X

Definitely not.

X

X

2.2.4 In respect of cases in Harm level 3 or 4, unless there are specific technical reasons (such as the
need for a bat report), the 28-day deadline for the receipt of applications cannot be extended.
2.2.5 It is clearly important that, in order to be able to make an appropriate harm assessment, we
have adequate information from the complainants when they submit their request for an
enforcement investigation to us. As such it is very important that the majority of cases are received
via the web form as this contains the questions, which if filled in correctly, will provide us with the
right information to make a harm assessment.
2.2.6 In order to reduce the amount of ‘requests’ received by other means, in particular by e-mail,
we will:
1. Remove the planning enforcement e-mail address from the Web Pages. Customers will
therefore be directed much more clearly to fill in the Web Form.
2. Write to all Members, advising them of the importance of using the Web Form for new
requests, and to pass on this information to their constituents as and when required.
3. Write to all Town and Parish Councils, advising them of the importance of using the Web
Form for new requests.

2.3 IMPLEMENT FAST TRACK SYSTEM
2.3.1 This process is intended to follow on from the case filter and provide a mechanism by which
the simplest cases can be concluded in the shortest time possible. This ‘blitz’ approach also seeks to
spend the minimum time possible on such cases.
2.3.2 As part of setting up of cases it will be decided whether a case should fall within the fast-track
system or not. It is anticipated that the following types of cases are more likely to fall within the fasttrack arrangements:






Fly-posting, where the advertiser is not clear.
Cases where it appears that no breach has occurred.
Cases where it appears that this is a very minor breach.
Technical breaches of planning control, e.g. where there would have been no breach if the
works had taken place in a different order.
Cases where it appears that the breach causes no harm.

2.3.3 Officers will know which cases are considered as a fast track case by seeing ‘1’ in the ‘Dist.
Office’ field in the ‘Reception/Complaint’ tab. This field is searchable and therefore Officers can also
generate a list of fast track cases in their caseload.

2.3.4 Fast track cases will be allocated on a geographic basis, approximately as follows:
Cora: Hemel Hempstead, Kings Langley, Bovingdon, Chipperfield, Flaunden
Steve: Berkhamsted, Tring, Long Marston, Wilstone, Wigginton
All: Markyate, Flamstead, The Gaddesdens, Potten End
2.3.5 There will be instances where a site visit establishes that the breach is more serious than the
complaint describes, or where a site visit establishes additional, and more serious, breaches of
planning control. In such cases the case can be taken out of the fast track process by Managers,
through the deletion of ‘1’ from the ‘Dist.Office’ field, and its allocation of a higher harm number.
2.3.6 Case Officers should build up five fast track cases, visit all five in one morning, and then write
up all five for closure (subject to the points in the preceding paragraph) in the afternoon.

2.4 PERFORMANCE TARGETS
2.4.1 Three new performance targets will be introduced from 01.04.2021. These targets will be will
measured both as a team and for individual Officers.
1) NO NET GAIN TO LIVE CASELOAD EACH MONTH
2.4.2 Live caseload cannot come down, let alone reduce to 400, without more cases being closed
than being opened. It is therefore very important that, on a monthly basis, a net reduction is
achieved. This will be presented as follows:

2.4.3 A red score indicates an increase in live enforcement caseload, an orange score means no
change to live caseload numbers, whilst a green score demonstrates a reduction in live caseload.
2.4.4 As such the performance target for the team and for individual Officers is to have a green
score at the end of each month.
2) 90% OF ALL NEW HARM ‘1’ CASES TO REACH A CONCLUSION WITHIN 4 WEEKS OF DATE OF
RECEIPT
3) 90% OF ALL NEW HARM ‘2-5’ CASES TO REACH A CONCLUSION WITHIN 12 WEEKS OF DATE
OF RECEIPT
2.4.5 In respect of new cases the focus must be on concluding cases as quickly as possible so that:
a) They do not contribute to an increasing live caseload, both for the team and for the
individual.
b) They do not overtaken by the next batch of new cases, with the resultant loss of focus.
c) The amount of ‘chasing’ e-mails is reduced.
2.4.6 This performance measure will be measured quarterly.
2.4.7 By ‘conclusion’ this means:




Case report finished and submitted to Manager for sign-off.
Planning application received.
Enforcement Notice served.

2.4.8 Each week a list of cases 3-4 and 8-11 weeks old will be produced and circulated to all Officers.

2.4.9 These performances targets will be measured and reported using a combination Excel and
Power BI, which will be available to all. The following image provides an example of the reporting
capability of Power BI:

2.4.10 A live WiP chart has also been created, which depicts Officer resources and production, as
well as the current live enforcement case numbers against a baseline of 300. It is noted that live case
numbers are predicted to fall with the additional Enforcement Officer resource and with no changes
to processes. However, this reduction would not be sustained (due to the temporary nature of the
additional resources) and would not occur sufficiently fast to make the required difference in this
financial year.

2.5 COMMUNICATING WITH THE PUBLIC
2.5.1 The Local Enforcement Plan provides the following guidance in respect of when we are
expected to provide updates to the public, notably the complainant and alleged offender.

2.5.2 It is worth emphasising that it is usually delays in dealing with a case that generate e-mails
requesting a case update. Therefore, if cases are dealt with in accordance with the measures
outlined above, and if the public are updated in accordance with the LEP, then this should reduce
the amount of ‘chasing’ e-mails significantly.
2.5.3 In accordance with the LEP, we are only expected to provide complainants with the following:
1) An acknowledgement that we have received their complaint and that we have opened an
investigation.
2) Notification that a retrospective planning application or an Enforcement Notice appeal have
been received, providing an opportunity to provide comments to the Planning Officer or
PINS.
3) An update that the case has been closed (though not in cases where the resolution is readily
apparent).
2.5.4 In order to reduce time spent on communicating with the public to a minimum acceptable
level the following measures will be introduced:










We will re-look at the acknowledgement letter to ensure that it is making it clear that we are
unable to provide updates, except in situations (1) and (2) above.
We will introduce measures whereby ‘request for update’ e-mails are replied by the generic
Planning Enforcement mailbox, with a message based on 8.14 above, with a final sentence
stating that a further update will be provided when either of those circumstances occur.
We will re-look at how the web-site is used, and in particular the ‘Case Progress’ item.
When closing a case, Officers can provide update to complainants / owners when sending
report through to Managers for sign-off, with the caveat, “This is subject to the final decision
of my manager. I will only write again should my manager reach a different view to the one
outlined above”. The use of Case Reviews, Action Plans, etc. should make it less likely that
Officers are putting through a recommendation that Managers are not aware of and
wouldn’t approve.
Greater use of Uniform template updates when closing a case, for example, loft conversion,
porch or outbuilding cases, or NAP cases that are no breach. Potentially, include a sentence
saying “no further correspondence will be entered into”. These updates would be sent from
a ‘Do not reply’ source.
Further training / guidance provided to CSU.

SECTION 3:
OLD CASES : NEW FOCUS

3.1 Old cases, i.e. those received prior to 01 April 2021, will be dealt with in three distinct phases as
follows:
PHASE
1

DATE
April 2021 –
July 2021

2

August 2021 –
November 2021

3

December 2021
– March 2022

CASE TYPES
2010 and older
Data correction (duplicates)
TPO / Trees in Conservation Areas
Adverts / Estate Agent Boards
s.215 (untidy land)
Breach of Condition
Listed Buildings / Conservation Areas
Not in accordance with approved plans
No planning permission
Listed Buildings / Conservation Areas
Change of Use of Land / Buildings
Engineering / Tipping Operations
Boundary treatments
HMOs
Unauthorised Building
Listed Buildings / Conservation Areas

1-YR ENF OFFICER ROLE
Receives 0-25% of new cases

Receives 50-75% of new
cases
Receives 0-25% of new cases

PHASE 1:
3.2 The new Enforcement Officer (CD) will require training / support and will only be able to pick up
a few cases in the first couple of months. As part of this training CD will write up the Ed’s old cases,
where Ed has already concluded these are ready to be written up. This will give CD the time and
space to learn Uniform, basic planning policies, and basic GPDO, without the pressure of dealing
with complainants, etc.
3.3 Cora and Steve will pick up the majority of new cases and will deal with these in accordance with
the new processes outlined in Section 2. The team will also focus on ‘quick wins’. These are cases
where it is most likely that any enforcement action is likely to be out of time or no longer expedient.
For example, breach of condition cases in excess of 10 years old, or TPO cases beyond the period for
prosecution (6 months). These quick wins are shown in red in the table at 7.13.

PHASE 2:
3.4 In the middle four months the one-year Enforcement Officer (CD) will require less training, but
will still require support. CD will receive the majority of new cases during this time (though not the
complex cases), thereby freeing up Cora and Steve to deal with their backlogs.
3.5 Cora and Steve will receive noticeably less new cases during this period. This will allow them a
period of two months to deal with ‘Not in accordance with approved plans’ cases, followed by a
period of two months to deal with ‘No planning permission’ cases. These case types represent 51%
of all live cases. Therefore, Cora and Steve need the time (4 months) and space (much less new
cases) in which to consider and bring to a conclusion these cases.
3.6 By the end of Phase 2 the goal is to have a reached a live caseload figure of 500.

PHASE 3:
3.7 The final four months for the one-year Enforcement Officer will necessitate a winding down of
new cases received by CD. This is to ensure that the team are not left with a large backlog of cases
when that Officer leaves. It is anticipated, however, that the experience gained in the previous 8
months will enable CD to pick up Ed’s old caseload and bring as many of these to a conclusion as
possible.
3.8 Cora and Steve will therefore receive the majority of new applications. In addition, they will
focus on a variety of miscellaneous case types, which individually amount to a small percentage of
the overall team caseload, but when together would make a noticeable difference to live caseload.
3.9 By the end of Phase 3 the goal is to have a reached a live caseload figure of 400.

ALL PHASES:
3.10 There will be instances when an ‘old’ case comes to the fore, either because it is realised that
we are close to the date after which no enforcement action could be taken, or because a resident /
member raises a serious concern about a matter.
3.11 In such situations it will be possible for these cases to be looked at and dealt with. Such
numbers, however, need to be minimised. Otherwise the required focus as described above would
be lost. It is therefore likely that Olivia will need to pick up some of these.
3.12 In addition, the team already have regular meetings with the Conservation Team in order to
progress Listed Building cases. This approach will be continued for each phase, and will be expanded
to include a triage approach with Conservation to deal with cases relating to Conservation Areas.

3.13 The following table provides a list of live cases as of 19.03.21 by year and by case type:

