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Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise that 
places outstanding built environment experts within 
forward-thinking public authorities to build the public 
sector’s capacity for proactive planning.

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Research & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across authorities. This Practice 
Note is one of the outputs of this programme.
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CONSENT TO COMPLETION  
How can Local Authorities structure a post-
permission service? 
 
This Practice Note is based on research carried out as part of 
a year-long placement in the London Borough of Tower 
Hamlets. It explores ways of maintaining design quality in 
schemes after planning permission has been granted. The 
research took place between April 2018 and March 2019 and 
was focused on London Boroughs, given the shared policy 
context. Findings and recommendations may be useful for 
planning authorities beyond London, who are invited to help 
test, develop and improve the resources put forward in this 
Practice Note. 
 
CONTEXT 
The new National Planning Policy Framework1 and draft 
London Plan2 place a greater emphasis on achieving design 
quality, and for the first time explicitly reference the importance 
of maintaining quality between permission and completion. But 
while it is widely recognised that the pre-application stage is 
fundamental to achieving good quality places, in practice the 
post-permission stage is still subject to less attention, scrutiny 
and control.3 
 
There is increasing recognition from stakeholders across all 
sectors that existing process and mechanisms after planning 
permission are failing to deliver satisfactory results, and need 
to change. Recent government reforms to improve the use of 
planning conditions, and in particular pre-commencement 
conditions,4 were prompted by concerns from developers 
around the perceived costs and delays caused by the post-
permission stage.5 Meanwhile a number of high profile cases 
have highlighted issues with design quality being diluted after 
planning permission is granted,6 and the limitations of Local 
Planning Authorities’ (Authorities) powers to enforce the 
delivery of integrated amenity spaces in housing schemes as 
intended at application stage.7 
 

 
1  gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2 

Paragraph 130 
2  london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/london-plan/new-london-plan Policy 

D2 (H) 
3  newlondonarchitecture.org/docs/shaping_ldn.pdf 
4  gov.uk/government/consultations/improving-the-use-of-planning-

conditions-consultation-on-draft-regulations 
5  hbf.co.uk/fileadmin/documents/Policy/Publications/Pre-

Commencement_Conditions.pdf 
6  architectsjournal.co.uk/news/db-debacle-when-clients-say-no-to-

novation/10015053.article 
7  theguardian.com/cities/2019/mar/27/segregated-playground-developer-

now-says-all-children-are-welcome 

http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2
http://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/london-plan/new-london-plan
https://www.newlondonarchitecture.org/docs/shaping_ldn.pdf
https://www.hbf.co.uk/fileadmin/documents/Policy/Publications/Pre-Commencement_Conditions.pdf
https://www.hbf.co.uk/fileadmin/documents/Policy/Publications/Pre-Commencement_Conditions.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/mar/27/segregated-playground-developer-now-says-all-children-are-welcome
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/mar/27/segregated-playground-developer-now-says-all-children-are-welcome
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APPROACH 
The research for this Practice Note was carried out in two 
steps. First, a cross-section of Boroughs and Development 
Corporations across inner and outer London were interviewed 
to reveal the challenges faced by Authorities between consent 
and completion. These conversations revealed common issues 
with maintaining design quality after permission is granted, but 
also identified tools and strategies currently used by Authorities 
to overcome such challenges. Second, insights from the 
interviews were collated and analysed to produce a draft toolkit 
which was tested at a focus group discussion facilitated by the 
author. The focus group included Public Practice Associates, 
senior architects, and Authority officers from different 
departments within Tower Hamlets and neighbouring 
Authorities. 
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FINDINGS 
Interviews revealed that Local Authorities are particularly 
under-resourced when it comes to providing services after 
consent is granted and that fees currently do not reflect the 
time and resources needed to adequately monitor the delivery 
of schemes during the post-permission phase.8 While the gap 
between fees and the cost of providing adequate service are 
sometimes bridged by Planning Performance Agreements, 
these tend to be weighted towards the earlier stages of the 
planning application process. Local Authorities tend to treat the 
post-permission phase more fluidly, and often there is rarely a 
formal structure in place. This leads to ad hoc decisions and a 
lack of consistency on the quality of schemes delivered.  
 
If we follow the planning process from application stage 
through to completion, we see that: 
 
1. CONDITIONS TEND TO ADDRESS INCOMPLETE 

LEVELS OF DETAIL AT THE TIME OF 
DETERMINATION 

A lack of completeness of design detail at application stage 
may result in construction details that are not in keeping with 
the proposal originally agreed. In many instances this leads to 
design quality being compromised. Lack of supporting visual 
information, or poor-quality detailed drawings, may result in a 
limited understanding of what is being approved. This tends to 
be exacerbated in hybrid applications. 
 
  

 
8  See also wider research on the full cost of processing planning 

applications, e.g. theplanner.co.uk/news/planning-applications-to-
cost-taxpayers-%C2%A31bn-warns-the-lga 

https://www.theplanner.co.uk/news/planning-applications-to-cost-taxpayers-%C2%A31bn-warns-the-lga
https://www.theplanner.co.uk/news/planning-applications-to-cost-taxpayers-%C2%A31bn-warns-the-lga
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2. THE NUMBER OF CONDITIONS CAN BE LARGE AND 
WORDING OF CONDITIONS NOT ROBUST ENOUGH 

The average number of conditions on major schemes in 
London, 45, makes maintaining design quality a complex and 
challenging task.9 This can sometimes be exacerbated by 
imprecise wording of conditions. Pressures to apply standard 
wording may result in conditions that are too generic or difficult 
to interpret later on. Legislation has recently been passed to 
modify the procedures for setting planning conditions.10 
 
 
  

 
9  newlondonarchitecture.org/docs/shaping_ldn.pdf 
10  legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/20/contents/enacted  

https://www.newlondonarchitecture.org/docs/shaping_ldn.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/20/contents/enacted
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3. DISCHARGE OF CONDITIONS IS TIME CONSUMING 
When officers unfamiliar with a scheme have to discharge 
conditions, the time needed to understand the application 
increases significantly. To judge the quality and 
appropriateness of the documentation provided, officers need 
to look for previous communication with the applicant to 
understand the design intent. Lack of time and resources may 
also be an issue, with resources typically going to the pre-
application and determination stages. Disproportionately low 
fees also contribute to the problem. The standard fee to 
discharge a condition - less than £100 – far from covers the 
cost of doing so. 
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4. S106 CONTRIBUTIONS CONTINUE TO BE 
UNDERUSED 

Contributions are rarely sought to fund a design-monitoring 
role through the delivery phase, or to protect the integrity of the 
design team. The only well-known mechanism is the ‘retention 
of architect clause’, however this is sometimes perceived as 
difficult to implement and enforce.11 A resource which can be 
downloaded alongside this Practice Note discusses the 
advantages and challenges of architect retention clauses, 
while another resource provides an example of an ‘architect 
retention clause’.12 
 
 

 
11 architectsjournal.co.uk/download?ac=1235274  
12 publicpractice.org.uk/resources 

http://www.architectsjournal.co.uk/download?ac=1235274
http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources
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5. CUMULATIVE IMPACT OF AMENDMENTS 
It is common for applicants to submit amendments separately, 
yet even minor changes to designs can have an adverse 
impact on design quality.13 This tends to be exacerbated if the 
cumulative impact of amendments is not considered by the 
Local Authority.  
 
 
 
  

 
13 newlondonarchitecture.org/docs/shaping_ldn.pdf  

http://www.newlondonarchitecture.org/docs/shaping_ldn.pdf
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6. LACK OF CONTROL OVER WHAT HAPPENS ON SITE 
Architects interviewed for this Practice Note emphasised the 
importance of officer involvement during the construction 
phase. Where officers are not involved, the risk is that 
construction works are not executed as approved. 
 
7. LACK OF INCENTIVE FOR APPLICANTS 
Applicants are perceived to have little or no incentive to carry 
out the delivery as intended at application stage, except where 
enforcement is a threat. However, planning enforcement 
services have been subjected to significant cuts and have a 
reduced capacity to take on cases.14 
 
  

 
14  rtpi.org.uk/briefing-room/news-releases/2018/june/councils-need-more-

powers-and-resources-to-tackle-unauthorised-development/  

https://www.rtpi.org.uk/briefing-room/news-releases/2018/june/councils-need-more-powers-and-resources-to-
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/briefing-room/news-releases/2018/june/councils-need-more-powers-and-resources-to-
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
There is a need for Authorities to create a structured and 
standardised post-permission service to be able to control and 
scrutinise the delivery process until completion. As other 
services provided by Authorities (pre-application or building 
control), the post-permission service needs to generate a 
reliable income in order to be sustainable. Authorities should 
be able to set their own fees and these need to reflect the time 
and skills needed from officers. Through the recommendations 
set out below, this Practice Note proposes steps to develop a 
service that can add value to both Authorities and applicants 
while at the same time reducing risks and timescales.  
 
1. POST-PERMISSION AS PART OF A COHERENT AND 

INTERLINKED PROCESS 
It is important to emphasise that post-permission cannot be 
considered on its own; it is closely connected with the pre-
application and determination stages of the planning process. 
Improving the clarity of planning permissions and encouraging 
the frontloading of design information at application stage 
would reduce the risk of diluting the quality of schemes. 
 
HOW? 
– Pre-empting: Validation requirements for large schemes to be 

revised to request greater levels of detail. The scale of drawings 
and amount of information requested at application stage 
should be proportionate to the size and complexity of the 
proposal.  

– Design intent drawing legally binding: Decision notices do not 
refer to the Design & Access statement (D&A) where for 
example visuals are provided. Yet, the D&A statement forms 
the public face of the planning consent. There should be a 
requirement to include all key design principles provided within 
the D&A statement in the set of technical drawings that form 
part of the application. The drawing would be annotated 
indicating key dimensions.  

– BIM models: Applicants should be invited to submit BIM models 
of the proposals. This could be seen as a demonstration of the 
level of thoroughness of the proposal. 

 
2. SETTING CONDITIONS AS PART OF THE DESIGN 

PROCESS 
A fundamental rethink of the role of conditions in the planning 
process is needed. Although conditions mitigate potential harm 
(cf. paragraph 54, NPPF) they should not be used to 
compensate for incomplete detail on applications. Discussions 
about conditions should be part of the pre-application and 
determination stage and greater engagement between 
applicants and Authorities is needed.  
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HOW? 
– Conditions as ‘live documents’: Conversations between 

applicant and Authority should start at pre-application stage. By 
encouraging early engagement, Authorities and applicants can 
discuss the wording and make sure conditions are meaningful 
and relevant to the project. The trigger point to discharge 
conditions can also be discussed to make the process 
quicker. This will also allow applicants and architects to 
consider whether they want to frontload information at 
determination stage so certain conditions may no longer be 
required.  

– Standard set of conditions outcome based: Authorities should 
have a template in which they clearly indicate what the purpose 
of each standard condition is. Conditions can be tagged on the 
drawing with a brief description of what the intent was when the 
condition was imposed. 

  
3. USING S106 AGREEMENTS TO LOCK IN DESIGN 

QUALITY AND PROTECT DESIGN INTEGRITY 
There are different formulas to maintain the quality and 
integrity of design through the delivery phase, each of which 
needs to be fully considered to meet the needs of the project, 
client and design team. Below are suggested options for how 
this may be achieved.  
 
HOW? 
– Retention of architect clause: There are conflicting 

interpretations on whether these clauses are legally 
enforceable. An exemplar clause that has been used by 
Authorities is appended to this Practice Note as a separate 
resource. 

– Framework of architects: In order to give more flexibility to the 
applicant, certain local authorities have opted for a less 
prescriptive approach. Authorities agree a framework of 
architects that applicants can choose to use in the delivery 
phase.  

– Design certifier: Another option is to use S106 to retain the 
architect as a ‘design champion’ on behalf of the Authority. An 
exemplar design certifier clause is appended to this Practice 
Note as a separate resource.  

– Funding a dedicated team: For delivering major projects, 
another option is to fund the creation of a dedicated in-house 
design team to monitor the project through section 106 and/or 
Planning Performance Agreements. 

 
  



  

  

  PN004/ConsentToCompletion 11 

4. MANAGING THE DISCHARGE OF CONDITIONS  
Discharging conditions is a time-consuming process that needs 
to be managed more efficiently. Below are suggested options 
for how this may be achieved: 
 
HOW? 
– Use a tracker document that shows which officers were 

involved at application stage to ensure continuity. 
– Encourage applicants to have a meeting (like a pre-app 

meeting) to discuss the discharge of conditions. This can 
reduce time and uncertainty. Fees should reflect the time and 
complexity of each condition. 

– Group the discharging of conditions linked to areas or topics. 
For example, all conditions linked with public realm/landscape 
could be discussed at the same time. This will ensure a holistic 
and comprehensive approach. 

– In time, introduce an online platform to share conditions and 
monitor progress on the discharge of conditions. 

 
5. CONTROLLING THE CUMULATIVE IMPACT OF 

AMENDMENTS 
It is widely recognised that amendments are important to 
maintain the quality of a scheme as the design evolves. 
However, the cumulative impact of various amendments can 
be difficult to assess if the information provided is ambiguous. 
The following recommendations suggest strategies for 
reducing unintended impacts while adding transparency to the 
process. The aim is to encourage applicants to bring a 
comprehensive review of their scheme rather than a piecemeal 
approach.  
 
HOW? 
– Disincentivise large number of amendments by increasing fees 

as the number of amendments increase. This would encourage 
applicants to submit amendments more comprehensively 
grouping them or submitting them all at once.  

– Use 3d modelling software to map all amendments and assess 
impact on built form. 

– Applicants should clearly identify how an amendment is 
departing from the original application. They should also show 
any previous approved amendments to understand the 
cumulative impact. 
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6. USING EXISTING RESOURCES TO INCREASE 
DESIGN SCRUTINY 

In addition to in-house resources and expertise, Authorities can 
use other resources to support decision-making when 
determining amendments or discharging conditions. For 
instance, Design Review panels can provide advice to 
applicants and Authorities at the pre-application stage which 
can be engaged after permission is granted. 
 
HOW? 
– Due to the workload and high demand faced by panels, it is 

unrealistic to use an entire panel to comment on amendments 
or conditions. However, Authorities can use the Chair of the 
panel or a small group to seek advice or provide a desk-based 
review. This can ensure continuity and the Chair could function 
as an informal arbitrator.  

 
7. MONITORING DELIVERY AND COMPLIANCE 
Once works commence on site, it is important for Authorities to 
monitor its progress and control that works are carried out as 
intended and approved. If implemented well, monitoring could 
potentially reduce enforcement costs and limit unintended 
results on site.  
 
HOW? 
– Officers with construction and technical skills to visit and 

monitor compliance.  
– A programme of site visits should be agreed on conditions 

identifying milestones or key stages on the construction phase 
of the scheme. This could be part of the Planning Performance 
Agreement. 

 
8. INCENTIVISING DELIVERY THROUGH A ‘DESIGN 

QUALITY AWARD’ OR ‘COMPLETION CERTIFICATE’ 
As an output at the end of the process, Authorities could 
provide a ‘completion certificate’ or ‘design quality award’. The 
certificate would acknowledge that the scheme has been 
delivered as intended at application stage. This would be an 
incentive for the developer but also for the Authority to control 
and monitor the delivery and construction phase. 
 
HOW? 
– A national charter could be developed through NHBC to 

determine the award of Design Certificates.  
– At a local level, this could be promoted through existing 

charters such as the GLA’s Good Growth by Design charter. 
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A series of resources accompany these recommendations, 
including a checklist for the post-permission phase, an 
overview of strategies currently used by Authorities to maintain 
design integrity, an exemplar retention of architect clause, and 
a design certifier clause. The resources can be downloaded 
from publicpractice.org.uk/resources. Public Practice welcome 
feedback on the findings and recommendations set out in this 
Practice Note to help update current resources and inform 
future research. Please contact us at 
info@publicpractice.org.uk. 
 
NEXT STEPS 
This Practice Note has made some initial investigations into 
strategies for locking in design quality after planning permission has 
been granted. To take these findings further, the following areas of 
research would benefit from further development: 
 
– Undertaking an estimation cost exercise for discharging of 

conditions, site visits, non-material amendment, etc. with the 
aim of producing a fee schedule for a post-permission service. 

– Testing the various Section 106 clauses to protect design 
integrity. In-depth research of the various mechanisms through 
interviews with developers and authorities (including legal 
departments) who have been involved in the process to explore 
best practice. 

– Developing a fee schedule for Material and Non-material 
amendments based on benchmarking, with an increasing fee 
for each subsequent application. 

– Exploring mechanisms and protocols for embedding Post 
Occupancy Evaluations in S106. 

– Developing a 'Completion Certificate' template and protocol for 
evaluating the quality of completion. 
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The post-permission stage plays a crucial but often 
overlooked role in the planning process. When successful 
it helps to translate the promise of a planning consent into 
delivery on the ground, and maintain design quality 
through to completion and beyond.

However, there currently are significant variations in the 
process between consent and completion across 
Authorities, which can lead to lower quality developments 
and undermine confidence in the system. This Practice 
Note explores how a post-permission service, equivalent 
to the pre-application stage, could help to improve the 
quality of development.

Drawing on research carried out during a year-long 
placement in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, it 
sets out a series of measures that Authorities can take to 
establish a more structured post-permission service. The 
Practice Note is accompanied by a checklist and exemplar 
clauses which can be used by Authorities.

#DevelopmentManagement #PostPermission 
#PlanningProcess #Design

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources




