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South Thames Gateway Building Control Joint Committee

Thursday, 12 March 2020 10.00 am

Present:

Cllrs: John Burden (Chair)
Jane Chitty

 Tim Gibson
Dave Wilson

Janine Boughton Director, STG Building Control Partnership
Kevin Burbidge Director (Planning & Development), Gravesham Borough Council
Lisa Fillery Director of Finance & Procurement, Canterbury City Council
James Freeman Head of Planning Services, Swale Borough Council
Gemma Dand Technical  Administration Manager STG Building Control Partnership
Lauren Wallis Committee Services Officer, Gravesham Borough Council

22. Apologies for absence 

An apology for absence was received from Cllr Ian Thomas (Canterbury) and Cllr Dave 
Wilson attended in his place.

An apology for absence was also received from Dawn Hudd (Medway Council).

23. Minutes 

The minutes of the meeting held on Thursday, 5 December 2019 were agreed as a correct 
record and signed by the Chair.

Further to minute 20 (05.12.2020), the Chair asked for feedback on the decision to ask 
officers to create a simple report with statistics showing how much money the Partnership 
had saved each of their respective Councils. It was noted that Gravesham had retrieved 
previous Value for Money (VfM) reports – one from Gravesham and one from Swale – and 
had sought advice on the approach preferred by others.  Canterbury did not consider this 
work necessary for them as they had only recently undertaken due diligence works ahead of 
joining the partnership, whereas there is no desire to progress this work.  Medway was 
satisfied that the Partnership still continued to provide value for money and therefore did not 
require an exercise to be carried out. GBC would update its earlier work and share.

The Chair noted that Gravesham had created a couple of Local Authority Trading 
Companies (LATCo’s) in the recent past and, since people tended to trust Councils, 
Gravesham was proud to make their ownership of these companies clear. However, he felt 
that this link had been lost by the Partnership. The Chair suggested that information in 
relation to the Partnership be inserted into planning permission documents and possibly 
planning application documents. It was also suggested that this information be included in 
pre-application enquiries. It was noted that the partner local authorities always sought to use 
the Partnership and whilst advertising the Partnership was an excellent idea, this cost 
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money. However, the more business the Partnership attracted, the more surplus it could 
potentially make.

Following discussion on this subject, it was agreed that partners investigate and instigate the 
inclusion of information in relation to the South Thames Gateway Building Control 
Partnership in all types of planning application related documentation.

24. Declarations of Interest 

Cllr Dave Wilson declared an other interest in that he was having some building works 
undertaken at his home address and had engaged South Thames Gateway Building Control 
Partnership.

25. Monitoring Report: December 2019 to February 2020 

The Director of the STGBCP introduced the report which updated the Committee on the 
current forecast for the 2019/20 financial year and gave details of the progress against the 
objectives of the Business Plan 2019/2020. 

The Committee was informed that reversions had been a major feature of the Partnership’s 
work this year and would continue into the next.  Whilst this had enabled the Partnership to 
increase its regularisation income by 63% above budget forecast and mitigate pressure 
against the building control account, it had resulted in additional resourcing pressure.  As 
this work had progressed from enquiry, through initial inspection/assessment to an 
application being submitted so had the pressure moved from technical administration to 
surveying.   With a higher proportion of reversions residing in the Canterbury area, a 
surveyor had been allocated from another team area to work 2/3 days per week assisting 
with these applications.  

The area of reversions was currently being reviewed by the Ministry of Housing 
Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) to better understand the scale and to identify 
any potential high-risk projects and future resource needs for local authorities.  Their current 
assessment was that some Approved Inspectors were not reverting work promptly or 
efficiently and that this area of work was placing a significant burden on workloads for local 
authority building control bodies, and that the impact may be unevenly distributed.   The 
Director agreed with this assessment as, having attended the last Kent Building Control 
Managers meeting, the majority had only indicated small levels of reversions, none at the 
level the Partnership had experienced.  

Owners were highly influenced by builders and architects when choosing their building 
control provider.  The difficulties some had experienced had made them reconsider 
recommending an approved inspector which may be a factor in the Partnership’s market 
share for quarter 3 increasing by 5% to 71% compared to the same quarter last year.   The 
Partnerships three biggest competitors were Harwood’s with an estimated market share of 
8%, Assent with around 5% and Vantage with 2%.

IT development had continued with the introduction of folders within the document 
management facility.  These generate an application creation and would enable faster 
location of plans/documentation when carrying out site work on large developments. 
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Members would be aware of the acquisition of Tascomi by Idox and one of the Director’s 
concerns at the time was how this would impact on delivery of improvements.  The Director 
felt that the system was starting to experience some of effects as, despite extensive beta 
testing of the online inspection booking and enhanced mobile app, final updates had yet to 
be concluded for both these developments to go live.

The largest part of the surveyors’ role was assisting clients towards compliance; this was a 
two stage process in the area of plans submission, and when the work was in progress on 
site.  The site work was an area where compliance assistance and enforcement sit side by 
side. Enforcement would be necessary if contraventions occur on site and the builders did 
not correct the work, then the process of prosecution under the Building Act 1984, may need 
to occur.  

Having carried out enforcement training for the Partnership team in June last year, the 
evidence gathering learnt was put into practice for a site in Medway.  Despite numerous 
requests by the surveyor, the builder failed to respond which resulted in legal action being 
undertaken.  In January this year, the Partnership with the assistance of Medway’s legal 
department successfully prosecuted the builder on a number of contraventions on the 
extension:

 Roof not fixed to main building
 Manhole built over, not relocated or any build-over agreement
 Unsuitable roof tiles
 Incorrect insulation
 Dangerous electrical installation

In December, a desktop exercise was carried out on the effectiveness of the business 
continuity plan to determine how resilient the service was and the communication flow.  The 
scenario was also put through Medway’s emergency planner to ensure that all aspects had 
been considered.  The Director was pleased to report that, despite choosing to burn down 
the Grade I listed Elizabethan townhouse next the Partnership’s offices, due to back-office 
system being cloud based, the Partnership was still able to operate the service with the 
minimum of disruption to customers and staff.

The following points were raised on discussion on this item:

 In relation to a court case which had been highlighted in the media, the Committee 
was advised that all Councils and other local authority Building Control bodies had 
responded via Twitter. The Director noted that it had been costly but unavoidable.

 A question was raised about a House of Multiple Occupation (HMO) in Bromley 
which had been regularised by Medway Council. Members were advised that these 
unauthorised properties were sold by auction which made it difficult to identify their 
shortcomings. However, neighbours were often good at reporting their concerns.

 The Director advised that although performance had dropped off, surveyors were 
working hard to improve the situation and a training plan was being introduced.  
Canterbury had been hard hit by issues caused by Harwoods so had seen a greater 
proportion of reversions.

 The Chair emphasised the need to increase the visibility and reliability of the 
Partnership.

 Following a question on refund residents when a building control company goes out 
of business, the Director advised that the Partnership might offer a refund depending 
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on the work done and the information available. Clients tended to think that a local 
authority could offer a free remedy. However, because the client choses to use a 
cheaper option which had then gone bust, making good on client’s losses was not 
the responsibility of the Partnership.

 The Chair commented on a press release about AI’s charging for information that the 
local authority already had and it was noted that this was information was obtained 
from private companies which was not always accurate or complete. The Director 
noted that a surveyor employed by NHBC had admitted that he did all his inspections 
using online photos which was considered, by the Director, to be morally wrong.

Resolved that the report be noted.

26. Schedule of Meetings 2020/21 

The Chair noted that Canterbury City Council would be hosting the Joint Committee in 
2020/2021 and requested that a single Chair be appointed by the hosting authority. Director 
of Finance and Procurement, Canterbury City Council confirmed that the Chair was likely to 
be Cllr Ian Thomas. 

The venue for next year’s meetings could either be the Guildhall or the Military Road offices 
both of which had parking facilities. The meeting considered that the Guildhall was easier to 
get to.

On another matter, the Director advised that her surname would be changing from Boughton 
to Weaver in the near future and her email address would be janine.weaver@stgbc.org.uk.

Resolved that the Joint Committee agreed:

a) the timetable of meetings for the 2020/21 municipal year (as set out in paragraph 3.3 
of the report); and

b) that Canterbury City Council provides a secretary to the Joint Committee for the 
2020/21 municipal year.

Close of meeting 

The meeting ended at 10.35 am


