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BRECKLAND COUNCIL

At a Meeting of the

OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMISSION

Held on Thursday, 15 October 2009 at 2.15 pm in the
The Gallery Bar, Watton Sports Centre, Dereham Road, Watton IP25 6EZ

PRESENT
Mr J.P. Cowen (Chairman)
Mr S.G. Bambridge
Mr A.J. Byrne
Mr S.H. Chapman-Allen
Mr K.S. Gilbert
Mr R.F. Goreham (Vice-Chairman)
Mrs D.K.R. Irving
Mr A.P. Joel

Mr M.A. Kiddle-Morris
Mr R.G. Kybird
Mr K. Martin
Mrs S.M. Matthews
Mr J.D. Rogers
Mr B. Rose
Mr A.C. Stasiak

Also in Attendance
Mrs A. Steward Executive Member for the Planning and 

Regeneration Portfolio

In Attendance
Mark Broughton - Member Development and Scrutiny Officer
Ian Vargeson - Member Services Manager
Julie Britton - Senior Member Services Officer
Phil Daines - Development Services Manager
Rod Urquhart - Performance Manager
Mark Finch - Finance Manager
Mark Stokes - Deputy Chief Executive
Ralph Burton - Assistant Commercial Property Manager
Karen Hitchcock - Training and Development Manager
Keith Eccles - Building Control Manager

Action By
92/09 MINUTES (AGENDA ITEM 1) 

The Minutes of the meeting held on 3 September 2009 were confirmed 
as a correct record and signed by the Chairman. 

93/09 APOLOGIES (AGENDA ITEM 2) 

None. 

94/09 DECLARATION OF INTEREST (AGENDA ITEM 4) 

The Chairman declared a personal interest as an architect in practice in 
the District in relation to planning matters in general.

Mr J. Rogers declared a personal interest in Agenda item 8 due to the 
fact that one of his charities that he supported was listed. 

95/09 NON-MEMBERS WISHING TO ADDRESS THE MEETING (AGENDA 
ITEM 5) 

None present. 
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96/09 CONTRACT MONITORING - PLANNING & BUILDING CONTROL 
AND CAPITA (AGENDA ITEM 6) 

The Deputy Chief Executive provided Members with an update on the 
implementation and performance of the new Planning and Building 
Control partnership with Capita Symonds.

Phil Daines, the Development Services Manager and Keith Eccles, the 
Building Control Manager, were in attendance to answer questions. 

The contract had been signed and the partnership had been launched 
on 29 June 2009.  All Planning and Building Control staff had been 
transferred under TUPE terms and had been moved so that all three 
teams were located at ground floor level.  It had been a smooth 
transition in terms of service.

The contract was monitored monthly and managed by a governance 
structure attended by the Executive Member for Planning and 
Regeneration, the Deputy Chief Executive and senior representatives 
from Capita Symonds. 

Members were informed of the key actions and milestones that had 
been achieved over the first quarter of the new contract.  A ‘Planning on 
Line’ was also being implemented and would be launched at the 
Cabinet meeting on 27th October 2009. Other local authorities had 
expressed an interest in how the contract was working which could 
potentially lead to future partnering arrangements.

The Deputy Chief Executive also updated Members on the Local 
Development Framework (LDF).  He confirmed that the Inspector’s 
report had now been received and that the document had been 
considered sound.

The Contract Monitoring Report dated 1st September 2009 had been 
attached for information.  The performance of the three critical service 
performance indicators at 1a) of the report had been exceeded.  
Questions were asked about the type of applications that were 
measured and how many dangerous structures did the 100% target 
relate to.

The Building Control Manager reminded Members that non-fee earning 
applications were not measured; however, there were one or two minor 
exceptions, applications solely to provide improvements for disabled 
persons were exempt from fees.

It was agreed that further information was required to understand what 
the percentages meant in terms of volume, what was needed if the 
targets should decline and what should be put in place to rectify the 
situation.

A Member had some concerns with regard to response times.  The 
Development Services Manager said that he would look into the 
problem mentioned above.
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The Executive Member for Planning and Regeneration stated that 
Members would notice many changes to the way that the performance 
was reported in future.

A Member felt that it would be of benefit to see actual response times 
as he had heard that they had slowed down.  The Building Control 
Manager was surprised at this comment because as far as he was 
aware all response times had been met.

Further concerns were raised about legislation changes, S106 
Agreements, face to face calls, and what procedures were in place for 
the emails that could not be responded to by those Officers who worked 
outside the District   The Deputy Chief Executive reported that the 
Contract was being enhanced by way of setting up an appointment 
system and a Business Support Team would be created to field the 
calls and emails when Officers were out and about.  Emailing would 
also be part of the new ‘Planning on-Line’ process.  As far as Section 
106 Agreements were concerned, Members were informed that these 
were being updated as part of the Core Strategy.

Whilst mentioning the Core Strategy the Development Services 
Manager wished to convey his thanks to the Planning Policy Team.  He 
then explained the new Section 106 Agreement process that had come 
into effect in June 2009.  All information was available in the new 
guidance notes.

Both Managers were happy with the Teams’ performance and were 
keen to continue to move the business forward.  There had been a few 
teething problems at the start with the IT and office moves otherwise 
there were no further issues of concern to report. Capita was a large 
organisation, was so diverse and had so much to offer that it was only 
natural that an organisation such as Breckland would take time to 
adjust.

The Chairman was pleased with the comments made thus far but was 
disappointed that it had taken all this time for Capita to realise that a 
Business Support Team was needed.  There was a clear need for more 
detailed information to be included in the Monitoring report and he 
suggested that a traffic light system be incorporated.

The Development Services Manager advised that percentages, 
volumes and numbers would be included in future.  He assured 
Members that the Monitoring Report would become more 
comprehensive over time.

The Executive Member for the Planning and Regeneration Portfolio said 
that she had had a very honest and good relationship with the Head of 
Capita.

A Member wished to know about the changeover and the reaction of 
staff.  The Building Control Manager explained that some staff had left 
prior to the partnership being agreed. 

The report was noted. 
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97/09 EXECUTIVE MEMBER PORTFOLIO UPDATE (AGENDA ITEM 7) 

Ann Steward gave an update on key ongoing areas of work within the 
area of the Planning and Regeneration Portfolio.

 Planning On-Line - This facility had been added to the main 
website. For applications submitted on or after 1st October 
2009, this new service provided the public with access to 
submitted planning documentation, including appeals, searches 
and key planning decisions. The new online service represented 
the first in a series of improvements to the way Planning 
Services would be delivered in Breckland.

The new search facilities, which were considered to be very 
straightforward, allowed the public to:-

 check the progress of current applications (Application 
Tracker) 

 comment on undecided applications online 
 view all related plans, documents and comments 

(Application Register) 
 look at determined applications and any conditions or 

reasons for refusal attached to them (Conditions & Reasons 
Register) 

 view information relating to appeals(Appeals Register)

The service would be launched at the Cabinet meeting on 27 
October 2009 and would soon be made available in all of the 
Council’s Customer Services Centres.  

Capita was also looking to put land charges on-line in due 
course.

 The LDF – Core Strategy – The Core Strategy had been found 
sound. The Executive Member conveyed her thanks to all the 
Officers involved.  

Members were informed that the LDF Panel was currently 
involved in the site-specifics and was meeting in each market 
town. A Member felt that the meeting in Watton had gone very 
well and congratulated the Officers responsible. 

It was suggested and agreed that all Members would be 
provided with paper copies of the appendices to the Core 
Strategy.  

 Thetford Growth Point – The governance of Thetford Growth 
Point had been restructured so there were many changes 
ahead.  The timeline for the bus station had been agreed.

A Member had concerns with infrastructure monies and asked 
what share Breckland would receive from the £3m funding pot.  
He also feared that the EEDA would hand part of the Thetford 
Growth Point funding back to the Government. The Deputy Chief 
Executive felt that this was a difficult question to answer but 
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advised that the Economic Development Team was looking at 
different funding streams and any information would be reported 
back to the Moving Thetford Forward Board.  Ann Steward 
advised that both she and Paul Claussen were on the EEDA 
Panel and would be made aware if this indeed happened.

 REV Project – Norfolk County Council, Paul Claussen, the 
Executive Member for Economic, Health and Housing was 
working on this on-going Project.

The Chairman and Vice-Chairman felt it had been refreshing to have a 
Cabinet Member at the meeting with so much enthusiasm and looked 
forward to seeing the matters mentioned above coming to fruition. 

98/09 REPORT FOR CONSULTATION - DISCRETIONARY RATE RELIEF 
GUIDELINES (AGENDA ITEM 8) 

The Head of Finance presented the report which outlined the suggested 
changes to the guidelines used when determining the granting of 
discretionary rate relief to organisations.

The Partnership Performance & Support Services Manager was in 
attendance to answer questions.

The challenge that both Officers had been presented with was trying to 
keep within the rate relief budget whilst expanding the scheme.  The 
last review had been carried out ten years ago and there was a need to 
refresh the guidelines to ensure that they were brought in line with the 
Council’s priorities.  The Partnership Performance & Support Services 
Manager explained that the £75k for rate relief was a budget figure that 
was set aside annually.  The Council was now in danger of exceeding 
that budget and would need an increase if there was no review of the 
policy.  Referring to Hardship Relief, Members were informed that this 
type of relief was available to all businesses but there was a difference 
in how much Breckland Council could claim. 

If the changes in the report were applied it would free up existing budget 
which could then be re-distributed to other organisations that met the 
necessary criteria.

The suggested changes to the policy had been listed from paragraph 
3.2.3 to 3.2.7 of the report.

One of the suggested changes was to recommend that a capping level 
be applied to the overall discretionary rate relief granted to each 
account.  By applying such a cap would reduce the cost to the Council.

A Member asked whether the Council was making these deserving 
bodies contribute a little more if a cap was applied.  In response, the 
Head of Finance explained that those bodies such as sports clubs who 
could gain CASC status would not necessarily be put in a worse 
financial position.

The Vice-Chairman shared the Member’s concern about the capping 
rates.  He felt that this would be a disastrous move on the Council’s 
behalf if this was introduced.  He also had concerns with some of the 
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businesses listed in the confidential part of the report and felt that some 
might well be taking advantage of the current system and should be 
investigated.

The Partnership Performance & Support Services Manager explained 
that all entitlements to top-ups would stop from 1st April 2010.  Forms 
would be sent out to all businesses to re-apply.  The accounts of those 
businesses would be looked at therefore a number of them might not 
receive any further assistance under the proposed guidelines.  Every 
case would be looked at individually and on its own merits.  The 
Chairman felt that it would be useful to know which of the organisations 
listed in the report were charities.   It was agreed that some of the 
organisations listed should be entitled to total relief. 

A Member felt that Ward Members should be given access to any new 
applications submitted.

The Vice-Chairman believed that these capping rates would cripple the 
organisations that did not have two farthings to rub together but also 
believed that the criteria that the Council used to assess whether 
businesses were entitled to rate relief was incorrect.  He suggested that 
Ward Members should be asked to go through the list of businesses 
before any cap was introduced.  Members agreed with the above 
suggestion.

Given that the report was for consultation only, it was proposed to 
appoint a Task & Finish Group to investigate the issues raised.

RESOLVED that

1) a Task & Finish Group be appointed to review the guidelines 
further taking into account the concerns raised by Members;

2) the following Members be appointed to the Task & Finish 
Group – Mr Adrian Stasiak, Mr Robin Goreham and Mr Adrian 
Joel; and

3) the meetings to be held on a Thursday only. 

99/09 INVESTORS IN PEOPLE (AGENDA ITEM 9) 

The Deputy Chief Executive presented the report which outlined the 
progress to date on becoming an Investors in People (IiP) employer.

Examples of the improvements actions were highlighted and included:

 the first annual reward and recognition scheme (2010 would be 
the second one);

 super teams had been launched;
 housewarming event (including a treasure hunt);
 corporate inductions had been revamped;
 personal development folders had been produced.

In terms of the annual reward and recognition scheme, it was explained 
that the staff had been responsible for the nominations.
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The super teams had been re-introduced and had encouraged 80/100 
staff to take part in rounder’s, netball, bowling and a quiz night.  Super 
teams would continue next year.

The house-warming event had been successful and had been well 
supported. This event had been very much interactive and had created 
a feel good factor amongst staff.

The Deputy Chief Executive was pleased to announce that the 
diagnostic test results had risen to 71%. 

A Member asked whether Thetford staff had taken part in any of the 
above events.  He asked this question because of the layout at the 
Thetford offices being quite restrictive.  Members were informed that 
labelling throughout the offices was being considered and the large 
black cabinets which segregated staff were being looked at.

A Member suggested that an Open Day should be held in the new 
Members’ Room when completed.

The Vice-Chairman was delighted to hear that the morale of the staff 
had improved and asked whether it had made any difference to the 
sickness absence.   The Training and Development Manager reported 
that sickness absence figures had improved and it was hoped this 
improvement would be bolstered by a new stress management 
programme which was nearing completion and was due to be 
introduced later this year.

A Member was asked about the availability of the new Members’ Room.  
The Deputy Chief Executive said that he would have to ask the question 
but explained that the room had been developed in full consultation with 
the Executive Board.    

100/09 ROLL-OUT OF BT BROADBAND (AGENDA ITEM 10) 

Mr Peter McCarthy-Ward, the Regional Director for BT, was in 
attendance to answer Members’ questions.

The steer for this meeting was Broadband issues.

The Broadband world was moving rapidly.  There were two different 
types available – one had been around for 25 years and the second had 
been introduced 10/12 years ago.

Most Norfolk telephone exchanges were still connected to individual 
copper wires which were vulnerable to electrical interference at home.   
Long telephone lines, bottlenecks between local exchanges and the 
national network, and the quality of internet service provider facilities 
also affected broadband speeds.

BT had started work to increase broadband speed up to a maximum of 
24 megabits per second by 2012, whilst help was also being planned for 
those in rural broadband “not spots” with poor access or slow speeds.  
The problem of “not spots” would be explored by investigating new wire 
technology and the introduction of l-plates to reduce interference.  
Some “not spots” only had internet access speeds of 0.5Mbps, with 
towns and Norwich reaching up to 6-8Mbps.
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There was still much work to be done on availability which BT was 
trying to address.

The Chairman said that one of the reasons that BT had been invited to 
the meeting related to the nature of the District.  Breckland itself was 
50% rural and 50% urban and many of the rural areas did not have 
access to Broadband at all.   It was imperative that BT realised that 
Breckland, as a District, was growing in population, many businesses 
were being set up in remote areas and home-working was becoming 
more popular. It would be disastrous if Breckland was left behind as it 
would put off any new businesses and people moving to the area. He 
also pointed out that Councillors were becoming experts in recognising 
the “not spots” by the complaints that they continually received from 
their constituents.  

The Chairman also mentioned BT’s customer support which he felt was 
woefully inadequate.

A Member felt that BT had abandoned the village of Lyng, one of the 
“not spots” areas.  Mr McCarthy-Ward pointed out that Lyng was in the 
south-eastern quadrant of the Eynsford Ward which in itself had a big 
cluster of “not spots” due to the nature of the bizarre amount of 
telephone cables that snaked across the landscape; however, there 
was a note of possible optimism on the horizon, as a few miles away in 
Wymondham, BT was looking at different technologies to help such 
places as Lyng.  Mr McCarty-Ward explained, however, that these new 
technologies cost money and would be too expensive for BT to 
contemplate on its own.  BT could not promise to deliver Broadband to 
everyone in the UK at a uniform price but there was a funding stream 
that authorities and BT could apply for.  He explained that there were 
approximately 3% to 4% of people out of 414,000 properties in Norfolk 
that could not get Broadband and he urged Breckland Council to put a 
huge amount of pressure on Norfolk County Council and the Regional 
Development Agency for assistance. 

As far as customer services were concerned, the decision to employ 
wholesale services outside of the UK had not been one of BT’s better 
ideas. BT now had two huge major investment programmes on the go 
to try and resolve this matter.

A Member had doubts about the figures provided.  In response, Mr 
McCarthy-Ward made reference to a map of the Breckland area that 
depicted the range of areas that Broadband covered including the “not 
spots”.  He pointed out that the pilot being trialled in Wymondham would 
enable homes up to 12km away from local telephone exchanges to get 
Broadband, a distance previously limited to 5km. "Notspots" were also 
something that the Government wanted addressed by 2012.  BT was 
trying its best to reduce the scale of residual problems.

The Chairman asked for an explanation on the quality and continuity of 
the connection.  In response, Members were informed that the first 
cause would be down to signal strength.  In simple terms, when all the 
signals travelled together down to the telephone exchange,  it would 
start to drop signals off if the “pipe” was not big enough, hence the loss 
of connection.  Mr McCarthy-Ward asked Members to provide him with 
a cluster of telephones numbers for him to investigate.  He reminded 
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the Commission about what the Government had said about funds 
being available to build networks in rural areas and he encouraged 
Breckland Council to put in a claim.  Going back to the problem of signal 
strength and referring to the map that had previously been circulated, 
Mr McCarthy-Ward knew that 80% of the problem lied with 20% of the 
location and said that he would be happy to work with these 
communities and although he did not have all the answers he felt that 
they would be worth exploring.  

Mr McCarthy-Ward highlighted the fact that he would very much like to 
work in partnership with Breckland Council to try and solve these 
problems.  The data would be provided by BT.

Another Member had heard that copper wires would become a thing of 
the past and that wireless technology would take over.  It was pointed 
out that wireless was another connection technology that could be used 
at all sorts of speeds unlike Broadband.  The various types were 
explained. 

Another Member asked if there was any mileage to “Beanstalk” another 
technology provider, as being a temporary solution.  It was noted that 
Beanstalk specialised in maintaining capacity but was not a cheap 
solution.

Mr McCarthy-Ward was asked how BT monitored its complaints.  
Members were informed that a survey was sent out to BT customers 
every quarter.  Broadband was not looked upon favourably unlike its 
telephones.  He said that BT had taken too much comfort from the 85% 
of satisfied customers and had not concentrated on and listened to the 
15% that were not.  

The Chairman thanked Mr McCarthy-Ward for attending, and although it 
had been a no-win meeting it had been an important one to illustrate the 
problems that this District faced.

Mr McCarthy-Ward was pleased that he had been invited and said that 
he was prepared to take on some of these problems himself.  

Members noted that should they wish to raise any associated matters 
with Mr McCarty-Ward they should do so via the Member Development 
& Scrutiny Officer who would co-ordinate these and pass them on to 
him. 

101/09 STRENGTHENING LOCAL DEMOCRACY - CONSULTATION 
RESPONSE (AGENDA ITEM 11) 

The report was noted. 

102/09 GREEN AGENDA DEVELOPMENT PANEL - UPDATE (AGENDA 
ITEM 12) 

Mr R Kybird provided Members with an update of the matters that had 
been considered by the Green Agenda Development Panel (GADP) at 
its meeting on 29th September. 
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The main concern related to the wind turbine proposed for Elizabeth 
House.   Ralph Burton, the Assistant Commercial Property Manager 
was in attendance to answer any questions.

Mr Kybird, the Chairman of the GADP, felt it important that wind 
monitoring should be carried out before a turbine was considered. 

The Chairman knew that Anthony Wright, the Property Services 
Manager, was about to embark on a scoping document.  He felt that this 
document should be presented to the next meeting of the GADP 
depending on timeframe.

The Assistant Property Manager said that he had discussed the wind 
turbine matter in great detail with Mr Kybird but felt that there was a 
need to speak to the GADP as well.  He pointed out that although a 
specification document had been submitted there was no reason why 
the Council should commit itself to spending £35k on consultancy fees 
until the surveys etc had been carried out.  He mentioned a suggestion 
that had been put forward to install an anemometer first before any 
money was spent. 

The Chairman felt that this was a very good idea as it would enable 
further investigations to be carried out without too much cost.

The Commission agreed with the suggestion made by the Chairman 
that a wind anemometer be installed.

Other issues mentioned was future planning and recycling.

The report was otherwise noted. 

103/09 SCRUTINY CALL-INS (STANDING ITEM) (AGENDA ITEM 13) 

None. 

104/09 COUNCILLOR CALL FOR ACTION (AGENDA ITEM 14) 

None. 

105/09 WORK PROGRAMME (AGENDA ITEM 15) 

Due to time constraints the Member Development & Scrutiny Officer 
was asked to email any information with regard to the Work Programme 
to Members. 

106/09 NEXT MEETING (AGENDA ITEM 16) 

The date of the next meeting was confirmed as Thursday, 26 November 
2009 at 2.15m in the Anglia Room. 

107/09 EXCLUSION OF PRESS AND PUBLIC (AGENDA ITEM 17) 

RESOLVED that under Section 100(A)(4) of the Local Government Act 
1972, the press and the public be excluded from the meeting for the 
following item of business on the grounds that it involves the disclosure 
of exempt information as defined in paragraphs 1 and 3 of Schedule 
12A to the Act. 
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108/09 CONSULTATION REPORT ON DISCRETIONARY RATE RELIEF 
GUIDELINES - APPENDIX (AGENDA ITEM 18) 

See Minute no. 98/09 above.  

The meeting closed at 5.20 pm CHAIRMAN


