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1. General

In mid to late 2007 it became increasingly necessary to engage the services of private sector Building Standards consultants to assist with reducing the backlog of applications for Building Warrants that had been building up in some of the area offices.  The build up of the workload was primarily due to a resource issue in that some area offices had staff shortages; some staff had been seconded to helping in area offices where the workload pressures were most extreme thus causing problems in their own office environment and some of the problem was due to an increase in demand for Building Warrants that hadn’t been anticipated.

Overtime; home-working and quiet time within the office environment has been tried, and is still available to staff, with some measure of success but it wasn’t enough to stem the increase in waiting times for applications.  Authorisation was given to employ the use of private sector Building Standards consultants and the following gives a summary of the measures that we use to ensure the quality of assessment that the Council expects from consultants is at least equalled to the service provided by our own Building Standards Surveyors.  This exercise now forms the policy and procedure we will follow if consultant’s services are to be used in the future be it for structural expertise; fire engineering knowledge or assistance with the Energy section from the Technical Handbooks – the principle for appointing consultants will be the same.
2. Procedure
A number of consultants were initially approached after seeking recommendations from colleagues in other Local Authorities.  The first step was to seek a CV of their experience, their qualifications and a list of work the consultants had done for other LA’s.  This allowed checking to be carried out to confirm the suitability and expertise of the people.  Conditions of Contract were then agreed ie their hourly rate; agreed times for assessing applications depending on their complexity and the number of hours work per week the contractor would be available for and terms for notice to terminate the contract.  Once these had been agreed a sample number of Applications for Building Warrant (normally 5 or 6) were sent to the contractor for their assessment.  Once they had carried their observations of the proposals and an objection list prepared this would then be compared to the list created by one of our own surveyors for the same application. Only if the contractor’s list was similar to our own would the contractor be employed.  If the differences were minor, small deviations would be highlighted with the understanding the contractor would pick these up in future appraisals.
Consultants that didn’t meet the standard expected were not offered further work. 
We are using differing management arrangements and working practices with each of the contractors depending what arrangements suit the area offices best.  The arrangements are: - 

· The contractor prepares an objection list then e-mails this to the administrative/clerical staff in the relevant area office where the points are then pasted into a Highland Council letter requesting further information.  The objection letter is sent out form the area office and any revisions from the applicant are returned to the area office then forwarded to the consultant for a second check.  This practice causes an increase in workload for clerical staff in keeping abreast of information coming and going between the consultant and the applicant, via the area office.  If the re-submitted work needs another objection letter the same process starts all over again until such time as the contractor is satisfied the Building Warrant can be granted.   At this stage the Council Admin/clerical staff type out the Building Warrant and stamp two sets of ‘approved’ plans.  We have found in our experience this method is time consuming and can be confusing for everyone – but it is the preferred method for two of our area offices and also suits the contractor.
· The contractor sends out the objection letter directly to the applicant/agent with an opening statement in the letter advising they have been appointed to work on behalf of the Highland Council as an approved consultant.  A copy of the objection letter is e-mailed to the Highland Council BS surveyor for insertion in the BW file and for his/her information as to the status of the application.  Revised drawings or responses to the objection letter are returned directly to the consultant for a second appraisal.  Only when the contractor is satisfied that the proposal complies with the functional standards do they send an e-mail to the BS surveyor advising the BW can be prepared for issue and they forward two sets of ‘approved drawings and specs’ for the BW and the BW file.  This method of operation works well with the only complaints received tending to be levelled at the requests for information that the Council’s surveyors might not ask for.  But this is mainly because our own surveyors have the benefit of local knowledge of geography, builders, Architects and ground conditions which the consultant doesn’t have.
· The contractor works in-house as opposed to remotely in the two scenarios above.  This method gives the advantage that the Council has a contactable person in an area office who can meet more easily the applicant or agent to discuss aspects of the application.  This person almost appears to be a Highland Council employee. 
· External contractors are required to provide a monthly Plan Assessment Status Table detailing progress and action of each of the applications currently under their review.  This information is analysed by the Team Leader or PBSS to ensure satisfactory performance.  Also, 5% of the applications dealt with by the consultants is re-appraised by the TL or PBSS to ensure consistency.  
· The consultants provide a monthly summary of their Plan Assessment Status detailing the HC Building Warrant Reference; the Project & Location; their own company reference; the target date; date assessed; assessed/in progress and when complete.  This status sheet is passed to the Team Leader and PBSS for their information.

· The Team Leader or Principal BSS randomly monitors a 5% selection of applications sent to the consultants to ensure the quality and detail of assessments made to ensure a satisfactory standard is maintained. 

In the scenarios above a Highland Council Building Standards Surveyor is allocated the Building Warrant file at the registration phase and the acknowledgement letter sent out by the area offices states clearly the surveyors name and a contact number.  This person remains ultimately the responsible person for the application.  With the assistance of private sector contractors, our opinion and experience proves that it is more beneficial for the customer; the BS surveyor and admin/clerical staff that the contractor is given the temporary responsibility for the file while it is in their possession.  This does not mean however that the Highland Council relinquishes any responsibility; any complaints of mishandling, time taken to respond or of discourteous conduct by a consultant will be dealt swiftly by the Council’s surveyors and if the need arises the application will be retrieved and dealt with by one of our own surveyors.
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