                                        Southern Enforcement Officers Group

Bushey, Herts

Friday 27 July 2007

Jim Lynn opened the meeting by welcoming everybody and thanked Watford District Council for hosting the event and, in particular, Lisa Searle, for all her help with co-ordinating the day.  He added that unfortunately attendance was lower than usual, partly due to the impact of the recent flooding in the UK.  Representatives of IWC Media, acting on behalf of the BBC were in attendance and later would be talking to the Group.  Eden Brown, a well-known Recruitment Agency had a display in the foyer, in addition to which representatives would also be making a short presentation later in the day.  Jim concluded by making a re-newed plea for member Authorities to act as sponsors for future meetings, especially those planned for both the summer and autumn/winter of 2008.

The 2008 Spring meeting is to be sponsored by Basildon D C – for which Jim expressed his thanks.

WELCOME ADDRESS

Mr David Noble, Head of Development Control at Watford Borough Council began his address by thanking Lisa for all her hard work.  He continued by explaining that during his planning career he had been a planner but not an enforcement officer. He stressed that the enforcement role was an integral and essential part of planning and the interesting agenda for the day would demonstrate the various aspects of this area of work.

               ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Jim Lynn informed the group that he had received a question regarding a person ignoring planning restrictions and trading in motor vehicles and subsequently being imprisoned.  He asked that if anyone in the group had had similar dealings would they please get in contact with Peter Strong c/o Fareham B C.

GEOFF CHAPMAN – Flying Camera

Geoff Chapman began his presentation by showing the group his model aeroplane and illustrated where the engine and camera would be mounted on the model during his work.  He showed some slides of various models he used for different applications.  He explained that he carried out work for Local Authorities and also schools.  He used high-resolution digital compact cameras, which were triggered remotely from the ground.  Geoff showed some examples of photographs taken before and after development.

The group went outside to saw a practical demonstration and the photographs were shown to demonstrate the capability of the camera including its zoom facility.

Geoff took questions from the audience.  He advised that the cost per day was £300 and that he had public liability insurance. He provided a totally confidential service and carried out risk assessments and gained permissions to fly.  He also explained that he would be prepared to supply certificates to authenticate that the pictures were not enhanced.  Geoff ensured that when working on a project it would be usual practise for the client to provide a witness to the work being carried out.  It was also noted that it was the Local Authority’s responsibility to obtain RIPA authority.

Notes of Geoff Chapman’s presentation are on the website.

IWC MEDIA

Jim Lynn introduced Paromita Saha and Monty Waite from IWC Media an independent production company.  Monty informed the group that an observational series was being filmed and broadcast in September 2008 at 7.30 in the evening.  It would be an insight as to what is happening in the UK through Planning.  They would be looking at cases, which would result in direct action.  Monty asked if anyone had cases coming up and would like them featured on the programme, they should contact him during the day.

The group asked whether the officers of the Local Authority would have any input as regards the editing of the programme.  Monty explained that the BBC would not allow any editorial control.  However, there would be continuous open communication.

Jim commented that the idea was good in theory but he was concerned about inflaming situations.  Monty added that it would only involve two people from the company and only a small camera would be used. Jim thanked both Paromita and Monty for attending the meeting and wished them well in the making of the series.

                  ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Jim urged any members of the Group to make sure they had completed a registration form to ensure their details were up to date.  Forms were available from him throughout the day.

ROGER WOTTON – South Somerset Council – Changes to Advertisement Regulations  

Roger began his presentation by informing the group that handouts were available.

He discussed the main aims and key amendments to the regulations and reminded the group about the legislation in the 1990 Town and Country Planning Act.  He talked about the Clean Neighbourhood and Environment Act 2005 and the regulation 2.  He also referred to regulation 3 and the key considerations such as amenity characteristics, safety aspects and that the actual content of the advert cannot be challenged.

Roger discussed different schedules and exemptions from the control regulations including examples of adverts on enclosed land (e.g. adverts on the London Underground).  Photographs were shown to the group to illustrate different types of advertising on vehicles and whether they came under the control of the regulations.  Examples included adverts on taxis and buses, and stationary vehicles used specifically for advertising.

Jim thanked Roger for his excellent presentation and his colleague Polly who had been responsible for co-ordinating all the IT.
Notes of Roger Wotton’s presentation are on the website.

EDEN BROWN – Recruitment Agency

Two lady representatives from Eden Brown Recruitment Agency gave a short presentation about the company and the specialist service that they could offer local authority planners.  Should any member of the Group wish to avail themselves of the services of Eden Brown, please provide a copy of an up-to-date CV to the Agency – contactable on  www.edenbrown.com
           ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Jim explained to the group that both he and Bob Moon (Vice-Chair) would not in the long term be in a position to continue with the organisation and running of the Group A passionate plea was then made for anyone willing to assist to contact either Jim or Bob 

LUNCH

DON SORBY – Doncaster Borough Council – section 215 notices

Don began his presentation by explaining that Doncaster Borough Council had a dedicated Section 215 (Notices) Team.  He discussed the definition of ‘amenity’ and talked through the process.  He stated that Doncaster rarely prosecuted but issued a substantial number of Notices. In cases involving the taking of Direct Action, unpaid costs were reclaimed via the procedure of a charge being registered against the land/property.

Don showed the Group various slides illustrating properties that had been cleared and the amenity improved. Action was only taken in respect of the outside i.e. the exterior of the building and/or the curtilage (garden). Don also explained that although the council gave notice of the intention to take direct action, they did not give a date upon which the work would take place.

Don took questions from the audience, including whether the legal costs were included in the sum registered as a land charge.  Don advised that they were not.  A member of the Group asked whether the clearance work was put out to tender but Don explained that the Council solely dealt with it’s own Direct Labour Service.

Notes of Don   presentation have been attached to the minutes.
          ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

GLEN HALL & CHRIS FIELD – Valuation Office Agency (VOA)

Glen began the presentation by giving an introduction about the Valuation Office Agency (VOA), including when it was established and that the organisation was an Executive Agency of HM Revenues and Customs.  The VOA dealt with business rates and the council tax list.  He continued by saying that the primary role was to provide a fair and robust system for levying taxes, primarily to pay for public services.  The responsibility for collecting and enforcing the amount payable lay with the Local Authority (Business Rates).

Glenn responded to a question from the audience about whether advertising hoardings were rateable – Glenn advised that they were and in addition, even though they may be operating illegally there would still be a liability for business rates.  Glenn concluded his part of the talk by saying that there was potential for co-operation to share information and expertise.

Chris Field began by talking about the origin of the rating system and the legal definition of rateable value.  He also discussed exemptions to the rating system, which included agricultural land and buildings, fish farms and property used for the disabled.

Chris also mentioned the value of sharing information and explained that the details the VOA would need are location (Post Code) names, dates and plans if available.  Chris concluded that contact names at the VOA are on the website www.voa.gov.uk
Glenn and Chris then took questions from the audience.  One member of the Group asked about powers of entry.  Glenn and Chris said that the VOA did have powers of entry but would rather work with people, to negotiate rather than effecting forced entry.  Another member asked whether Local Authorities could request that the VOA carry out an assessment.  Glenn confirmed that the VOA could but officers would be better advised to go via the Billing Authority (Business Rates). In cases, where the VOA determine monies to be outstanding, responsibility for the taking of action to enforce recovery lies with  Billing Authority.

Notes of Glenn Hall and Chris Field’s  presentation are attached to the minutes.
     ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Jim Lynn thanked everyone for attending.  He added that during the day, Chelmsford D C had agreed to sponsor the autumn/winter meeting in 2008 but it remained to identify a Sponsor Authority for the 2008 summer meeting.

The next meeting will be on Friday 30th November 2007 at Chigwell  -- to be Sponsored by Basildon B C.

