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NORTH DEVON COUNCIL

Minutes of a meeting of Building Control Joint Committee held at Barum Room -
Brynsworthy on Thursday, 10th November, 2022 at 9.30 am

PRESENT: Members:
Councillor Deed (Chair)
Councillors Tucker and Yabsley.
Officers:

Head of Planning, Housing and Health, Principal Building Surveyor
and Accountant for North Devon Council.

Also Present:

Director of Place, Corporate Manager for Finance and Accountant for
Mid Devon District Council.

15. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

There were no apologies for absence announced.

16. TO APPROVE AS A CORRECT RECORD THE MINUTES OF THE
MEETING HELD ON 7TH JULY 2022 (ATTACHED)

RESOLVED, that the minutes of the meeting held on 7% July 2022 (circulated
previously be approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

Councillor Yabsley abstained as he was not present at the meeting.

17. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest announced.

18. 2021/22 BUILDING CONTROL PARTNERSHIP TRADING
ACCOUNT QUARTER 2.

The Joint Committee considered a report by North Devon Council Accountancy
Services Manager (circulated previously) regarding the 2022/23 Q2 Forecast
Building Control Partnership Trading Account.

The Head of Planning, Housing and Health presented the figures up to the end of
August 2022.
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He advised that it was a challenging trading environment for the service at the
current time with the added pressure of additional significant costs through the
employment of temporary agency staff. This combined with the decreasing fee
income to the service, had significantly impacted the outturn. To address the
shortfall, the partnership had utilised the operating surplus from the previous year,
which had been put into the reserves to provide protection if required. However, that
security would not be available going forward and the service would be facing
increased net costs for both Councils at the end of the financial year.

The Joint Committee acknowledged the situation that the partnership currently faced.

RESOLVED, that the report be noted.

19. BUILDING CONTROL BUSINESS UPDATE.

The Principle Building Surveyor for North Devon Council provided an update
(circulated previously) regarding the Building Control Business update.

He advised that the Key Performance Indicator (KPI) activity reports showed a
strong quarter one and that was demonstrated by the volume of applications
together with income. However, quarter two had seen application numbers reduce
considerably, although the overall market share had dropped in quarter one to 75%
but stabilised and improved slightly to 76% by the end of quarter two.

He explained that the market share in the housing sector had recovered in quarter
one to 39% and appeared to have stabilised to 40% at the end of quarter two.
Difficulties with resourcing were clearly having an impact on the partnership’s ability
to respond and function. The figures in the table marked with an asterisks did not
include the figures for September.

Following the departure of the Technical Support Team Leader the partnership had
been unable to access information from the system to populate the report. Based on
the figures available and the increase in response times owing to pressures on
resources. Quarter one showed an increase to 12 days the first response and
Quarter two showed the figures slipping further to 13 days for the first two months of
the second quarter. All decisions had been made within two months, the statutory
obligations had been met, but applications examined within three weeks had
suffered and for the first two months of the Quarter two had dropped to 41%.

Whilst the current market share remained strong, the current trend in lengthening
response times would eventually have a negative impact on the volume of work the
Partnership attracted and the income it received.

In summary, the first six months of this financial year had been a tale of two halves.
As previously reported, the change to the Building Regulations and the deadline for
submission in June 2022 explained the front loading of the income and application
volume. It was likely the reduced numbers submitted in Q2 had been as a direct
result of applications being submitted earlier than they would have been without the
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change/deadline. But given the uncertainty surrounding the economy it would be
unwise to assume the drop in numbers was solely due to the front loading of
applications as a result of the regulation changes and the deadline. Reflecting on the
historic data and in particular application figures since the Partnership formed, they
indicated that the partnership was about where it had been anticipated that it should
be for the midway point of the financial year in terms of application volume.

Since the last Committee meeting a further four employees had either resigned or
were no longer employed by the Partnership. The additional departures were two
Senior Building Control Surveyors, a Building Control Surveyor and the Technical
Support Team Leader.

In summary since September 2022, the Partnership had seen the following
departures:

Building Control Surveyor — Retired.

Building Control Manager — Retired.

Principal Building Control Surveyor - Moved to Private Sector.

Building Control Surveyor - Moved to Adjoining Local Authority Building
Control.

Senior Building Control Surveyor - Moved to Private Sector Building Control.
Building Control Surveyor - Moved to Private Sector Building Control.
Technical Team Leader - Moved to Non BC employment.

Senior Surveyor - Contract ended due to ill health.

The vacant Building Control Managers post had been re-advertised at an enhanced
rate in August but failed to attract a single candidate to interview. Negotiations were
underway for the Managers and Principal Surveyors post to be advertised with the
assistance of a Head Hunting Recruitment Agency. The Technical Team Leaders
post had been appointed to and filled internally by one of the Assistant Technical
Officers. This would require a further Assistant Technical Officers post to be
advertised to backfill the void this process had left. The additional 20 hour Technical
Support Staff had not been re-advertised. The remaining Surveying posts were to be
advertised shortly and were likely to require significant market supplements to be
competitive in the market place.

He added that it was clear market forces and the Partnership’s lack of agility to be
able to compete in the recruitment of a Manager had led to a number of the Building
Control Team seeking and being tempted by opportunities elsewhere. It was
apparent staff had been attracted to significantly improved offers of employment for
similar roles with less responsibility in the local private and public sector. The rise in
the cost of living had also had an impact on employees seeking to improve their
personal financial position.

The resignation of the Principal and a Senior Officer to a local branch of a Private
Building Control Body based in Exeter presented a risk to our business.

e In particular, with the Senior Officer being appointed to a role as a Barnstaple
based Surveyor.
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e The loss of so many employees represented a significant risk to NMD’s
reputation and the customer’s perception of the service and its ability to
deliver it.

e The use of agency staff was expensive and would not be perceived well by
the customers as they sought continuity, prefer to deal with familiar
professionals and the desire for a consistent approach.

e Potential loss of further professional Surveying Staff and Technical staff would
render the Partnership unworkable and unable to function.

Since July the partnership had employed two agency Surveyors who had provided
some relief to employed team, however, using temporary contractors was not
sustainable due to the cost. The clients would also not tolerate the prolonged use of
agency Surveyors. Funding had been granted to employ a further two agency
Surveyors. The service of a further surveyor had been secured on he started with the
partnership on 17th October 2022. The agency market was also challenging and
Surveyors were in short supply and the partnership was still searching for a further
agency Surveyor. The service was therefore continuing to function at an under
resourced capacity of three surveying staff and two technical positions. The funding
for the agency provision would last until the middle of January 2023.

Market supplements were currently being considered. These were essential to retain
and to attract new staff. This process was being undertaken directly in line with a
review of the charges.

e Validation training continued for the three remaining employed Surveyors.

e The Principal and Acting up Principal had completed the first half of the
training with one having completed the Level 6 Fire Safety Course and the
other having completed the Level 6 Legislative Competence Course.

e Both Surveyors were awaiting results.

e The two Surveyors had already switched courses with a view to both having
achieved Level 6 in Fire Safety and Legislative competence by the end of
January 2023, with final results being published by the end of March 2023.

e The demands of this process remained high with each cohort being required
to attend lectures for 11 weeks with one full days training on a working week
day.

e Each cohort required 200 hours learning time within the 11 week period with a
deadline assignment set at the end of each Cohort.

e The remaining employed Building Surveyor was continuing with his Level 5
gualification and the demands of this course were similar to those set out
above for Level 6.

He explained that the Building Control trainee had been accepted by Wolverhampton
University and would commence his Level 5/6 Building Control qualification. This
training and qualification would be funded by the training levee and would
commence in January 2023.

In response to a question regarding the current recruitment situation, the Head of
Planning, Housing and Health explained that the market place was exceptionally
challenging in terms of the recruitment of Surveyors at the present time. He added
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that that there were issues within the partnership’s control but also external impacts,
which were outside of the partnership’s control.

He explained that the impact upon the service was a result of a combination of
retirements, moves to the private sector and salary levels, which were being offered.
For some appointments, the partnership was having to look to market supplements
to attract applicants to the service. The situation with Building Control was unique, as
recruitment was a competitive environment and the partnership should act with a
more commercial mind set to manage the increase in market costs at a time when
income was decreasing together with the wider operating costs and fees in what was
currently not a financially viable business.

The Joint Committee agreed that the financial viability of the business was essential
and that there was a statutory requirement to deliver the Building Control service. As
a non-fee earning business, the impact of not being able to recover any costs placed
huge challenges to the service would only increase as the service moved forward.

The Joint Committee agreed that a full review of the operating model together with
cost recovery was required to ensure that best service to customers and the two
authorities.

The Head of Planning, Housing and Health (NDC) advised that there was a new
revenue funding stream in relation to health and safety being made available from
government. However, this funding stream would indirectly impact upon the
resources that would be required to deliver it.

In response to a question regarding addition regulatory costs being included within
the fees and charges costs. The Head of Planning, Housing and Health advised that
the service was not able to recover its costs for statutory work even though this area
of work would be increasing.

In response to a question regarding agency costs verses a Council employee. The
Principle Building Surveyor for North Devon Council advised that a surveyor
employed as agency staff to work a 37 hour week saw a cost to the service of
£2,000 per week.

The Director of Place (MDDC) advised that when looking at the fees the service was
broadly comparable with others within the public and private sector. However,
businesses operating in the private sector did not have the statutory requirements of
non-chargeable work. So, they were able to tender for the most profitable work. He
added that new legislation arrangements should address those issues and improve
guality assurance.

In response to a further question, the Head of Planning, Housing and Health advised
that agency employees cost twice as much as an employed member of staff.

The Accountant, Mid Devon District Council thanked the Head of Planning, Housing
and Health and the Principal Building Surveyor for North Devon Council for their
reports and had no comments to make.



Building Control Joint Committee - 10 November 2022

The Committee requested that it be kept briefed on the situation with the service to
ensure that its needs were met and supported.

RESOLVED, that the report be noted.

20. DATES AND LOCATIONS OF FUTURE MEETINGS. TO AGREE
DATES AND LOCATIONS OF FUTURE MEETINGS OF THE
COMMITTEE FOR 2022/23.

The Joint Committee noted the scheduled dates of the meetings for 2022/23, which
were scheduled to be held on the following date:

e Thursday 16th February 2023 at 9.30am.
RESOLVED:
(a) That the date for the next meeting be noted; and

(b) That from 16" February 2023 onwards, the time of the meetings would
change to a 10.00am start.

Chair
The meeting ended at 10.05 am
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