
Report to: Place and Economic Development Sub-Committee, 27th January 2020

Report of: Corporate Director - Place

Subject: SOUTH WORCESTERSHIRE BUILDING CONTROL SERVICE (SWBC) 
REVIEW

1. Recommendation

1.1 That the City Council continues to remain part of the South Worcestershire 
Building Control Shared Service.

1.2 That the City Council continues to market and promote the South 
Worcestershire Shared Service where appropriate.

2. Background

2.1 The SWBC Partnership was established in April 2009 and provides building control 
services for the whole of the South Worcestershire region.  The area covered by the 
SWBC Partnership has a population of approximately 286,000. It comprises the 
largely rural districts of Malvern Hills and Wychavon along with the city of Worcester, 
the largest urban area. The shared service was set up to be the main provider of 
building control services to the public and construction industry across the three 
South Worcestershire districts and to ensure that buildings are designed and built to 
safe, healthy, accessible and energy efficient standards.  The service also has powers 
under the Building Act to ensure that structures posing a direct danger to public 
safety, such as buildings which are in danger of collapse, are either removed or 
made safe. The service works closely with other emergency services such as the fire 
service and police to ensure public safety.  The surveyors are qualified to inspect 
dangerous structures such as fire damaged buildings and provide advice to the 
emergency services.

2.2 SWBC surveyors work closely with builders or DIY developers to ensure that 
buildings are built in accordance with the Building Regulations. In the majority of 
cases contraventions or non compliance issues are resolved by working closely with 
the builder on site.  However, if the contravention or unauthorised work remains an 
issue and is not put right, then powers under the Building Act are used to prosecute.  
Technical advice and assistance is also given to anyone who calls the service.  The 
service also holds the registers for competent person schemes (Such as FENSA, 
NAPIT or Gas Safe) and private sector building control notices.

2.3 Local authorities are under a duty to provide a building control service to the public 
under the Building Act 1984. This includes a duty to enforce the act in their 
jurisdiction and retain ultimate responsibility for decision-making with regard to 
enforcement action.



2.4 There are other statutory controls on local authority building control departments 
that do not apply to private practice building surveyors such as approved inspectors. 
For example, when exercising their chargeable functions under the 1984 Act and the 
Building Regulations, local authorities must charge fees regulated by the Building 
(Local Authority Charges) Regulations 2010 in compliance with the “overriding 
objective” that means they must neither profit from nor subsidise those functions.

2.5 Section 77 of the Building Act empowers a Local Authority to deal with a building or 
structure which is in a potentially dangerous condition. The Building Standards and 
Control Department has responsibility under the Building Act 1984 for ensuring that 
dangerous structures reported to them are dealt with so that no threat is posed to 
people in the vicinity.

South Worcestershire Building Control

2.6 The current South Worcestershire Building Control service is hosted by Malvern Hills 
DC and is located at the Civic Centre in Pershore.  There are currently 2 building 
control officers who deal with the 3 districts.  There is an arrangement with a private 
contractor to check the submitted plans.  The additional costs associated with the 
service include car allowance and travel expenses, subscriptions, publications, 
professional fees, stationery and postage, phones, PPE, publications and advertising, 
conferences and training, ICT equipment, insurance, licences, management fee and 
accommodation.

2.7 The service ensures that building work is carried out in accordance with the Building 
Regulations.  Their main purpose is to ensure the health and safety of people in and 
around all types of buildings (i.e. domestic, commercial, industrial, new housing, and 
schools). The Regulations also deal with energy conservation, sustainability and 
access to and use of the buildings. Most of the building types require Building 
Regulation consent but there are some exemptions.  The SWBC promotional 
information sets out the following information about the service:

 A fast and efficient plan vetting and approval service;
 A single point of contact for all of the three partner authorities;
 Experienced and use professionally qualified staff;
 Able to call on unrivalled local knowledge;
 Reliable and impartial;
 Set up to undertake site inspections at 24 hours notice;
 Equipped to deal with any size of contract; - from small to very large;
 Able to offer very competitive terms;
 Already working closely with South Worcestershire planning departments 

and local fire brigade and the water authority.

2.8 The service also deals with dangerous structures.  Once a report of a dangerous 
structure is received, a BCO will visit the site as soon as possible to assess the 
danger and associated risks. If immediate action is needed to remove the danger, 
e.g. a wall is in danger of collapse, Section 78 of the Building Act enables SWBC to 
have the danger removed, e.g. the structure demolished or barricaded off. If the 
structure is found to be in poor condition but not dangerous at the time of 
inspection, advice is given to the owner, or a notice is served under Section 77 of 
the Act, to ensure that repairs are undertaken within a reasonable time.



2.9 Responsibility for the day-to-day management of the Building Control shared service 
is delegated to Malvern Hills District Council.  Management Board arrangements are 
in place for the on-going management of the service.  Terms of reference set out the 
role of the Management Board which include the agreement of the annual business 
plan, financial and performance monitoring, and the recommendation of the annual 
budget and annual performance targets to each partner Council.  Worcester City 
Council has a representative on the Management Board.

2.10 Officers from the three Councils receive monthly reports setting out expenditure, 
income and performance indicators relating to issues such as time taken for plan-
checking and issuing of completion certificates, percentage of the market share 
being achieved, number of inspections for both LABC and Approved Inspectors.  
Finance officers from each of the three authorities agree the annual budget.  The 
latest performance figures from December 2019 are attached as appendix 1.

2.11 The service is marketed through a LABC Partner programme whereby local architects 
sign up to use LABC through their clients.  Zebra Architects are a local business who 
are part of the programme.  In addition it is the intention to hold a marketing event 
later in 2020 to include a Building Quality Award event.  The service is also promoted 
through the issuing of SWBC branded products.  However, this is limited due to the 
costs involved with producing the products.  The Management Board has accepted 
that the ability for LABC services to gain significant increases in market share and 
take work away from AIs is very limited and therefore it does not make business 
sense to invest considerable resources in trying to do this.

Current Costs

2.12 The cost of the building control service to each local authority is based on the 
projected income for the year.  For 2019/20 Worcester City Council’s income is 
projected to be £116,358 which is 23.78% of the overall income for the service.  
Therefore, for 2019/20 Worcester City will cover 23.78% of the costs which at the 
moment equates to £81,042.21.  This is paid monthly.  The building regulation fee 
income received by the City is paid directly to the council on a monthly basis.  If 
income remains at £116,358, the City Council will retain a surplus of £32,344 at the 
end of the financial year.

2.13 The table below sets out Worcester City’s costs and income for the service over the 
last 5 years.  The figures include the cost of the SLA, any underspend that has been 
refunded to the City Council, the total cost after the refund has been taken into 
account, the income and finally the net surplus.  The table shows that the costs have 
reduced and the surplus has increased over the last 5 years.

Year
SLA paid to 
Malvern

Refund from 
shared service 
share of 
underspend

Total cost incl 
refund Income

Net 
Surplus

2014/15 116,955 -23,664 93,291 -100,150 -6,859
2015/16 102,603 -14,320 88,283 -99,343 -11,061
2016/17 103,000 -32,841 70,159 -85,798 -15,639
2017/18 102,840 -34,628 68,212 -87,172 -18,960
2018/19 85,764 -28,400 57,364 -90,268 -32,904



Benchmarking

2.14 A survey of other local authorities within the West Midlands region has been 
undertaken.  Of the larger local authorities, the four Black Country authorities all 
continue to provide their building control service in-house as they able to retain a 
pool of building inspectors.  Birmingham City Council is the exception as they have a 
partnership with Acivico, a private sector company who operate nationally and have 
a number of larger private sector clients.  Of the smaller districts and boroughs, a 
number have formed partnerships with neighbouring local authorities, as is the case 
with North and South Worcestershire.  Rugby, Warwick and Daventry have formed 
Warwick Building Control.  Other partnerships exist in North Warwickshire where 6 
local authorities have joined forces and in Staffordshire where Cannock Chase and 
Stafford provide a shared service.  Stratford DC and Herefordshire Council still 
operate an in-house service.

3. Preferred Option 

3.1 The review of the current Building Control Shared Service and its alternatives has 
identified that the options are to remain as part of the shared service or bring the 
service in-house.

3.2 As can be seen from the benchmarking work, the provision of local authority building 
control through a shared service is common practice, with only 1 using a private 
contractor and only 2 of the smaller districts retaining the service in-house.   

3.3 There is no significant difference in either the costs or any potential surplus between 
the shared service and bringing the service in-house.

3.4 The quarterly performance information provided by MHDC shows that the service is 
performing well and retaining its market share.

3.5 This, coupled with the potential difficulties in recruiting and retaining staff and the 
concerns over the resilience of the service, means that it is recommended that the 
City Council continue to remain part of the South Worcestershire Building Control 
Shared Service.  

4. Alternative Options Considered

4.1 Worcester City Council’s building control function has been part of the South 
Worcestershire Building Control Shared Service since 2009.  However, there are 
alternative ways of providing the service.  Options available include:

 Out-sourcing appropriate functions to an external party, i.e. directing 
customers to use an approved inspector where appropriate.  However, 
certain functions cannot be out-sourced and need to remain within the 
local authority, such as dealing with dangerous structures, discretion over 
enforcement action;

 Establishing a joint venture with a private sector partner;
 Provide the service in-house.

Out-sourcing appropriate functions to an external party

4.2 As stated above, there are some elements of the Building Control Service that 
cannot be out-sourced and should remain as a function of the local authority.  



However, there is an option for approved inspectors to take on some of the 
functions.  Approved Inspectors are businesses which work in the private sector as 
an alternative to Local Authority Building Control (LABC).  An Approved Inspector will 
be registered with the Construction Industry Council (CICAIR) to advise and guide 
clients about the Building Regulations.  They can offer advice and check that any 
building work undertaken is completed in compliance with the Building Regulations. 
This could also include taking responsibility for plan checking and inspecting any 
building work through a series of site inspections. However, issues have arisen 
recently as some approved inspectors have been unable to obtain sufficient 
professional indemnity insurance which could affect the ability of some approved 
inspectors to operate effectively.

4.3 There is still a requirement for the Approved Inspector to notify the local authority of 
any intended building work via an Initial Notice submission. Therefore, there will still 
be a requirement to administer this.  Once the Notice has been submitted, the 
Approved Inspector will assume responsibility for checking the plans, undertaking 
site inspections and issuing the various certificates.  There is potential to charge a 
small fee for this process but the work will have to be absorbed into the day-to-day 
running of the Planning Services team and may involve an increase in the number of 
hours for the Planning Services administration team.

4.4 It is difficult to identify the costs of using an Approved Inspector to the customer as 
the fees are worked out on a case by case basis and are usually based on a % of the 
project cost.  Current Approved Inspector companies do not advertise this fee due to 
commercial confidentiality.  This also makes it difficult to increase the LABC fees as 
there is a need to be competitive in the market.  In addition, the City Council will still 
be required to deal with dangerous structures and take enforcement action.  This 
could be covered by continuing to pay a lesser sum of money to the SW shared 
service.  However, we will not receive any income for this service.  As has been set 
out within paragraph 2.12 and the accompanying table, the service has provided a 
surplus to the City Council in the past 5 years. 

4.5 This option is less likely to be a suitable alternative as, although there will be no 
substantial costs incurred for this service, the City Council still has a statutory 
obligation to deal with dangerous structures.

Establishing a joint venture with a private sector partner

4.6 This would be on the same basis as the current shared service arrangements but 
instead using private sector approved inspectors.  This is likely to be an expensive 
option as costs are generally higher in the private sector and the City Council will still 
have a client role.  This could increase costs for existing LABC customers.  

The fee income is likely to remain at the same level.  For the reasons stated in 
paragraph 4.4, it is difficult to provide the costs of providing this service.

Withdraw from the SW Building Control Shared Service and provide the 
service in-house

4.7 This will involve the City Council employing a building control officer and associated 
administration support, plus the other costs associated with running the service (see 
table below).



Costs Salary NI Pension Total
Building Control Officer x 1 FTE @PTC
(equivalent to a Principal/Senior Planner) 

33,430 3,420 5,050 41,900

Administration Assistant x 0.81 @ BS2
(equivalent to a DMA/Land Charges 
Assistant)

17,319 1200 2,614 21,133

Other costs (see below) 20,000
Total/year 83,033
Income (based on average £9.5k/month) £114,000
Potential surplus £30,967
Costs based on current mid salary point of grade range.  There is potential for salary to 
increase more than the fees.
Other costs - car allowance and travel expenses, subscriptions, publications, professional 
fees, stationery and postage, phones, PPE, publications and advertising, conferences and 
training, ICT equipment, insurance, licences.
Agency costs for leave/sickness not factored in - £30-£40/hr (based on agency rates for 
planning officers).
Costs for management and accommodation would be absorbed into the current city council 
budget

4.8 There are issues to be aware of when providing the service in-house:

 Potential difficulties in recruiting – salaries in the private sector are higher than 
local authorities;

 Resilience – cover for extended leave or sickness will need to be found and will 
incur additional costs through employment of agency staff or an agreement with 
SWBC;

 The costs for licences, insurance, subscriptions and publications are not split 
between 3 local authorities and therefore there are no economies of scale;

 The City Council will still need to provide a dangerous structures service which 
could be procured from SW Building Control.

5. Implications

5.1 Financial and Budgetary Implications
Bringing the service in-house will incur the costs set out in paragraph 4.7 above 
which are similar to those of the shared service.  The income will remain the same 
for either option.

The City Council’s MTFP approved in February 2019 included a targeted cost 
reduction of £30,000 for Building Control with effect from 2020/21. It was envisaged 
that this would be achieved through bringing the service back in-house.

Further consideration, resulting in this report, has concluded that a cost reduction is 
not achievable and the proposed MTFP for approval in February 2020 has been 
amended accordingly.



5.2 Legal and Governance Implications
The shared service is currently managed by the Building Control Management Board.  
If the service is returned in-house, alternative governance arrangements will be 
required to manage the service.

5.3 Risk Implications
The risks associated with remaining with the shared service will remain the same.  
The risks associated with bringing the service in-house include:

 Being unable to recruit;
 The loss of economies of scale will increase costs;
 Salary costs will increase should there be a need to employ agency staff at 

any time.

5.4 Corporate/Policy Implications
There are no corporate/policy implications to remaining as part of the shared 
service.  The City Council will need to make arrangements for the management of 
the service should it be brought in-house.

5.5 Equality Implications
The service will remain accessible to all whether it remains a shared service or is 
brought in-house.

5.6 Human Resources Implications
Bringing the service in-house will require the recruitment of a building control officer 
and an administration assistant.

5.7 Health and Safety Implications
The City Council’s health and safety policies will apply to the role should the service 
be brought in-house.

5.8 Social, Environmental and Economic Implications
There will not be any change to the social, environmental and economic conditions of 
the city.

Ward(s): All
Contact Officer: Philippa Smith, Tel: 01905 722527

philippa.smith@worcester.gov.uk
Background Papers: Appendix 1 – performance information 
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