
 

 
 

Report to: Planning Committee, 22 July 2021 
 

Report of: Deputy Director – Governance 
 

 
Subject: LEARNING FROM COMPLAINTS 

 
1. Recommendation 
 

1.1 That the Committee notes the contents of the report and the measures in 
place to ensure that lessons learned from complaints result in future service 

improvements. 
 

2. Background 
 
2.1 The Planning Committee requested a report on the outcome of complaints made in 

respect of the planning service to identify the lessons learned and service 
improvements made as a result. Under the Council’s Constitution, the Standards 

Committee has the remit to consider all complaints made against the Council 
including those referred to the Local Government Ombudsman. However, on the 
basis that previous complaints about planning matters have been brought to the 

attention of Members of the Planning Committee, this report seeks to update 
Members of this Committee and provide reassurance that measures are in place to 

put corrective actions in place and make improvements. 

3. Complaints upheld 

3.1 In the previous municipal year, five complaints were upheld against the Council by 

the Local Government Ombudsman. All of these related to the planning service and 
as noted above, each has been discussed in detail by the Standards Committee at 

previous meetings. In summary the complaints were as follows: 

 3 of these complaints related to the same matter: the determination of an 
application for hedge removal at Middle Battenhall Farm and officer advice and 

actions in this case; 

 1 complaint related to planning officer advice given about the number of 

houses of multiple occupation (HMOs) in existence at a particular locality; 

 1 complaint related to planning officer advice given about planning 
enforcement powers at a residential property. 

3.2 In respect of the hedge removal application, the findings of the complaint 
investigation showed that the reporting to Committee had caused confusion and led 

to the implementation of a decision which was not as intended by the Committee 
Members. However subsequent legal advice, shared with the complainants, had 
shown that the decision was nevertheless technically correct and should stand. 

Therefore, this complaint outcome really focussed on customer expectations and 
clarity of communications.  



 

This was actually a similar outcome for the other two complaints although these 
were more straightforward matters where complainants alleged they had placed 

reliance on advice which proved not to be correct or complete. One of these cases 
principally concerned case recording notes, whereas the other concerned providing 
incorrect data, and this latter case resulted in the Council paying compensation to 

the complainant. 

3.3 In addition to the above LGO complaints, the Council has reviewed a number of 

complaints about the planning service at Stage 1 and Stage 2 of its complaints 
process. These have not resulted in further referrals to the LGO but in most of these 
instances, the Council has accepted a degree of responsibility for administrative 

failures causing the complainants to be dissatisfied with the performance of the 
planning service. In none of those cases has the Council concluded that a different 

course of action would have made a material difference in planning terms, although 
clearly customer service expectations are just as important as planning outcomes. 

4. Lessons learned 

4.1 There are some common themes for service improvement, arising from the 
complaints, as follows: 

 Ensuring advice provided is accurate and fully documented on case files; 

 Ensuring that customer expectations as regards timescales and level of service 

are clearly communicated and adhered to; 

 Checking for administrative errors in the processing of large volumes of similar 
information; 

 In report writing, ensuring that advice on complex issues is clearly expressed, 
informed with appropriate expertise but communicated concisely and 

articulated as such at the Committee meeting; 

 In the record of and implementation of decisions, ensuring these fully adhere 
to the approved policy position. 

4.2 The Deputy Director Governance and the Interim Head of Planning are currently 
reviewing a number of processes and policies which support the work of the 

Development Management Service and will be bringing forward service 
improvements which address directly the issues identified above. The Committee 
will be kept informed of these changes.  

 
4.3 Council managers have recently received training from the Local Government 

Ombudsman on complaints handling, which was commissioned by the Deputy 
Director Governance. The LGO trainer noted that the Council has a relatively low 
number of upheld complaints of maladministration and noted also that planning is 

in general terms an area of high activity for the LGO. However, the LGO training 
sessions reinforced the principle that customer service standards must be viewed 

as separate to, and as equally important as, the planning policy outcomes. This is 
a position which the Council’s senior management team absolutely support. 
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