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Background to ‘Serving the Public Interest?’

Aim: To explore public and private sector planners’ experiences of how local 

planning service delivery is changing, and what these changes mean for the 

planning system’s ability to deliver in the public interest. 

Data from: 8 focus groups across the UK, supplemented with the results of 

an FOI Dr Ben Clifford (UCL) sent to all 433 LPAs in the UK. This had a 100% 

response rate.

Important notes and qualifications:

• Does not report on objective truths, but participants’ interpretations and 

experiences

• Similarly, represents a current ‘temperature reading’

• Attendees of the focus groups were self-selecting
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Of the UK’s 433 LPAs…

Only eight have fully outsourced their planning services, all in 

England.

…and three of these did so by setting up trading companies to 

provide services to themselves, in various arrangements.

24 (19 in England) have partially outsourced their planning services, 

either to the private sector, trading companies they owned, or other 

LPAs.

Headline FOI results: Outsourcing



1. We are now in an age of ‘reluctant outsourcing’

“…all of a sudden [outsourcing company] are 
taking a massive fat margin out of it and you 
think it is crazy”

“I had staff leave, gone to an agency and the 
same agency want to sell you back the same 
staff that left for twice the price”



“They are just hiring freelancers... 
from all over the place just to get 
through the volume of work and 
you’ve got no control over who’s 
actually doing it.”



“…somebody is working on 
something and then suddenly they 
are gone, and there is no consistency 
necessarily on the projects because 
they have moved on.”



2. LPAs are acting like the private sector to survive

“Ten years ago, I’ll be quite honest, 
there was a lot of fat in the planning 
department.”

“…the team is certainly stretched, 
there’s no doubt about that.”



“It’s about being fit for purpose, 
being part of that journey and 
surviving because you’re a cost-
effective overall unit.”



“My concern there is that 
we’re left with all the stuff 
that costs a load to do for the 
income it generates.”



“I can’t recall a time when I’ve ever 
been told to say something by a client. 
A client comes to us, they pay what I 
think is a ridiculous amount of money 
to give them advice, and they pretty 
much always listen to it.”

3. Professional membership remains important to many



“You have to be supportive of the 
planning system as a whole and respect 
the fact that it’s there in the public 
interest but you’re working either in your 
own company’s or your client’s interests, 
and that’s why somebody else makes the 
decision.”



“If you get a surveyor you don’t 
even look at a non-RICS one; you 
don’t even look at a lawyer that 
hasn’t got the right letters.”



4. The tyranny of ‘box-ticking’ and proceduralism

“It’s a bit like not having the headspace… 
You’re having to ‘box-tick’ and get through a 
mass [of papers], but actually if we all just 
stopped and thought about things instead of 
requesting this survey or that survey just to get 
it off your desk and back to us… We’d realise 
we didn’t need to do that…”



“…50 houses here, 50 houses 
there and everybody is on the 
back foot, that doesn’t feel like 
good planning at all.”



“…understanding the members and 
understanding the local context are 
actually more important because if 
it is a close call whether it is 
approval or refusal then actually 
local knowledge is probably quite 
critical”



5. Concerns about public sector leadership

“There is concern that there’s a big gap 
at the moment in getting that higher-
level leadership ability within planning 
to take the public sector where it needs 
to be. And that’s partly the reason why 
a lot of services are vulnerable.”



“The Head of Service or Director or 
whatever it might be… they’re not 
in fact chartered planners, and very 
often don’t take any great interest, 
perhaps understandably, in the 
profession.”



“You can sometimes find people 
at the top end, especially if you’re 
in the private sector, because you 
can recruit them from the public 
sector.”



6. The rise of the ‘austerity planner’ - an ideal type

“...we talk about career progression and they 
want to know how quickly they can get up the 
ladder and you’ve got to attract them with all the 
other things. A car is almost a given but ‘what else 
is there in it for me?’ So, just this adaptable 
working is what they seem to want as well… 
…everything is not quite so ‘you want to work 
forever’ and the mentality is a different thing.”



“A: …Like you said, if you go to a Planning Magazine, 460 
jobs…
B: This week.
A: Yeah. 
B: Wow, really?
A: But if you put the direct employer search on that, that 
reduces down to about 80. It’s consultants just punting 
everybody around all the time. They’re a bit like football 
agents; they’re talking it up, so they’ll get onto their client 
and say, ‘Actually, there’s another job around the corner, 
extra ten quid an hour, do you want to go for that?’, ‘Okay, 
I’ll go for that’.”
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Thankyou!

Dr Daniel Slade, Research Officer, RTPI

Daniel.Slade@rtpi.org.uk
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mailto:Daniel.Slade@rtpi.org.uk
http://www.rtpi.org.uk/WITPI

