
5. Building Control

A significant number of our respondents requested better integration between planning and building
control information.

Awareness of planning and building control consent is low among many members of the public who may
only encounter the regimes once or twice in their lifetimes.

Level 1: Information on relation to planning

Users need to understand the relationship between the disciplines.

Example: Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council is a good example of a site that has clear
links to building control on its planning homepage:
http://www.solihull.gov.uk/planningservices/planningservicesonline.htm

Level 2: Integrated planning and building control advice

Members of the public will often come into contact with the planning and building control systems for the
first time when they plan building work or household alterations. Co-locating guidance or links can help
make the research process simpler. The Planning Portal's interactive house and building work sections
explain common projects in terms of planning and building control.

The interactive houses are available from: http://www.planningportal.gov.uk/house

Level 3: Integrated planning and building control services

Example: In addition to its permitted development self-assessment forms, Charnwood
Borough Council offers site visitors similar forms for building control.

Reciprocal links are provided between the planning and building control pages:
http://www.charnwood.gov.uk/pages/building_work_self_assessment
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6. Contact information

Level 1 – Publishing Level 2 – Interacting Level 3 - Engaging
Clear contact details (phone
and email)

Online contact forms Traditional channels and
social media engagement

‘Clear contact information’ topped the wish lists of most survey respondents along with ‘clear website
structure’. It’s easy to forget how important adding clear links to the planning contact centre or help desk
is. Aim to have named individuals listed on the website with job title, phone and contact details.

Level 1: Clear contact details (phone and email)

Provide clear information throughout the planning website to let customers contact the planning contact
centre if required.

Example: London Borough of Lambeth has clear contact information at the top right of its
page, giving its customers a choice of communication channels:
http://www.lambeth.gov.uk/Services/HousingPlanning/Planning/

Level 2: Online contact forms

Online contact forms are simple mechanisms to help structure and address questions in a way that
benefits the user and the local authority.

Example: Allerdale Borough Council offers a contact form next to its contact details. The
service gives users a structured approach to creating and submitting an enquiry:
https://webapps.allerdale.gov.uk/formserver/contact.form

Level 3: Traditional channels and social media engagement

A number of local authorities and central government teams are using social media tools such as blogs,
Facebook and Twitter to engage with customers.

Social media tools are increasing in popularity and help authorities reach additional channels and engage
in a less formal, more conversational manner with customers. It was notable that a much higher
proportion of members of the public considered use of social media tools like Twitter to be important than
LPA employees.

Example: Lichfield District Council uses Twitter and RSS to engage with customers on
planning matters. See: http://www.lichfielddc.gov.uk/planning/ for Lichfield’s planning
homepage. The local authority also lets users follow the latest planning application updates via
Twitter: http://twitter.com/ldcplanning



Appendix A: Research approach

The Socitm Better Connected 2009 study had already provided insight on local authority websites as had
previous and complementary Planning Portal research. This collective insight informed the development
of a web survey carried out in August 2009 consulting Local Planning Authorities, planning professionals
and members of the public.

The survey was communicated to the Planning Portal's 53,000 registered newsletter readers. In addition,
it was promoted to visitors to the Planning Portal website, the Portal Director blog and Twitter. By posing
the same questions to LPAs, planning professionals and members of the public, we were also able to
observe similarities and differences in what things were important for each group.

In addition to asking specific questions the survey gave an opportunity to comment openly to form a
body of qualitative information.

The survey was completed by 392 people, 34% of whom were LPA employees, 50% involved with
planning in a professional capacity, 10% members of the public and the remainder having another
connection to planning. In addition, around 40% of those who completed the survey volunteered further
details when asked the question “have we missed anything?”

In addition to the survey, a two-stage interview and document review was conducted with six LPAs who
volunteered further assistance after completing the survey.  The aim of this was to gain a more in-depth
understanding of the challenges of balancing limited budgets, corporate brand guidelines, content
management systems and other technology constraints when looking to improve LPA websites.  This
approach also ensured that LPAs continued to be able to comment on and contribute to the document
right through to the point of publication.

On the whole, LPA priorities for local planning websites were not significantly different to their customers,
indicating that many LPAs who responded already know what makes a good site and many already
maintain websites that provide the sort of quality and user experience this document promotes.

Appendix B: General web best practice

The Planning Portal carried out phone interviews with local authorities to identify the best way to present
the findings. In most cases, the individuals we spoke to were members of the planning team rather than
web content experts. In response to the feedback received, we’ve listed the following general accessibility
and usability principles:

• Visitors should be able to quickly scan your content and determine the subject matter
Pages should be clearly labelled and titled. If a page answers the question “Do I need planning
permission?” then have the question as the title. South Derbyshire District Council is a good
example, well laid out with bullets and subtitles: http://www.south-
derbys.gov.uk/planning_and_building_control/planning_permission/planning_permission_householder
/default.asp

• Visitors should be able to see where they are on your website
Good sites provide a clear sense of where you are through clear navigation. Breadcrumb navigation
works well, as do tabs or other visible navigation tools that make it clear which section visitors are in.

• Visitors should be able to see where to go next
Links to other relevant pages, sites or useful ancillary information enable visitors to seamlessly
progress through the site without having to constantly return to index pages using the back button.

• Use Plain English
Most respondents asked that LPA websites use plain English wherever possible and avoid jargon.
Even when the use of technical planning terms such as 'curtilage', 'permitted development' and
'dwellinghouse' is unavoidable, provide a plain English explanation.

Alternatively, you could provide users with a link to a glossary or jargon buster. The Planning Portal
maintains a glossary of planning terms that can be linked to:
http://www.planningportal.gov.uk/england/genpub/en/1018892037172.html



• Your site must be accessible to users with disabilities
As well as being a legal requirement, this was highlighted in the qualitative part of our survey. The
link below is a checklist for your site:
http://www.w3.org/TR/WAI-WEBCONTENT/full-checklist.html

• Your site should work on different internet browsers and operating systems
Many of our respondents commented that some LPA sites did not work with Firefox or Safari, two
web browsers increasing in popularity.

• Use standard accessible file types for saving documents such as PDF
All planning documents and pages should be labelled in a descriptive way so it is easy to navigate
and locate information.

• Meaningful search results
When there are a great number of documents and pages, it is useful if results are sorted by relevance
rather than the visitor having to discover by trial and error which is the best page/document to view.
This was high on the wish lists of many survey respondents.

• Finally: analyse, review, test and repeat
Regular testing with user experience companies or with trained in-house staff can help identify
common failing points that may not be obvious to the site owner. It ensures that your site is
constantly evolving and meeting the needs of a growing body of customers.

It is important to take a fresh look at the site, audit your content, have others give you their instant
impression and look for ways to link into a body of information and services.



Appendix C: Key resources

Name Explanation of resource Useful links

Planning Portal The Planning Portal has been
working to support Local Planning
Authorities since 2002. It provides
general advice enabling LPAs to link
directly to the Portal rather than
having to duplicate the same
general planning information. The
Portal also launched the National
Standard Application Form.

Interactive houses

Building work section

Download the LPA good
practice links guide

Communities and
Local Government

Communities and Local
Government sets policy on
planning, local government,
housing, urban regeneration and
building regulations. The website
contains a wealth of policy
information.

Communities (Planning,
Building and the Environment)

Planning Advisory
Service

The Planning Advisory Service helps
councils provide faster, fairer, more
efficient and better quality planning
services.

Planning Advisory Service
(home page)

CLG plan making manual

IDeA Communities
of Practice

This is a community platform
supporting professional social
networks across local government
and the public sector. Many
planning discussions are facilitated
by the Planning Advisory Service.

Communities of Practice
(home page)

Planning Aid Planning Aid provides free,
independent and professional town
planning advice and support to
communities and individuals who
cannot afford to pay planning
consultant fees. It complements the
work of local planning authorities
but is wholly independent of them.

Planning Aid (home page)

PlanningFinder
PlanningFinder lets visitors find
planning applications in their area
on a map or by a postcode search.
Users can also subscribe to be
notified when new applications are
submitted near to them.

PlanningFinder (home page)

Office of Public
Sector Information

OPSI provides a wide range of
services to the public, information
industry, government and the wider
public sector relating to finding,
using, sharing and trading
information. Links can be provided
to planning legislation, including
Acts and Statutory Instruments

OPSI (home page)


