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6 December 2016 

 

 

Issue 

 

1. In her latest Performance Review, the Clerk has indicated that she believes she could 

give the Council a better service if members agreed to meet every other month.  This would 

mirror the practice of a number of other Parish Councils.  There are two potential constraints 

that need to be addressed: 

 

 The handling of payment authorisation so that the Council can meet its deadlines 

for processing payments. 

 

 The handling of planning applications to meet the District Council’s deadlines for 

submitting comments 

 

Aim 

 

2. The aim of this paper is to present, for discussion by the Parish Council, alternative 

arrangements for processing payments and handling planning applications. 

 

Handling Payments 

 

3. Under the existing system, the payments due are listed for approval before each Parish 

Council meeting.  At the meeting itself, the Clerk advises the meeting of any additional 

payments that are due.  Once the payments have been approved, cheque signatories sign 

the cheques for despatch. 

 

4. The introduction of direct payments processed via the internet has already involved 

modifications to this system.  Internet payments are prepared and presented to two 

councillors for approval – both councillors have to approve before the payment is processed, 

giving a similar discipline to cheques that require two signatures.  However, the payment 

system has already accepted that in some cases the payments are approved and processed 

before the Parish Council meeting, in which case the meeting ‘ratifies’ the payments.  The 

record shows the authorisation code attached to each approval, and both approving 

councillors initial the record just as if a cheque had been signed. 
 

5. It would only be a small extension of the process for handling internet payments to deal 

with cheque payments in the same way.  This would mean that cheques were presented to 

the cheque signatories for signature as and when required, and the list of completed 

payments would then be presented to the full Council to be ratified at the next meeting. 
 

6. All payments would continue to have the protection of dual authorisation.  The only 

change from present practice is that not all payments would have the formal approval of the 

full Council before they were made.  As we need to make payments within 30 days we have 

already amended the Financial Regulations to allow for payment for undisputed items 

between meetings (see minute 65.16(k)for the meeting 6 April 16) – there is also a case that 



 

 

once the budget has been approved all payments are prior approved.   And while the 

approval of the full Parish Council might appear to be a useful discipline, its value is 

questionable since: 
 

a. The Council cannot in any case refuse to make a payment that is legitimately due.  

Indeed it is not clear whether the Council has ever refused to authorise a list of 

payments due, presented to it by the Clerk. 

 

b. The requirement for authorisation or signature by two councillors represents 

adequate protection against fraudulent payments. 

 

c. Payments such as grants which are made on the initiative of the Council and without 

any invoice from a supplier are in any case subject to a separate approval 

mechanism. 

 

7. It is therefore proposed that the Council already has a safe method of processing 

payments without requiring it to meet monthly.  It is worth noting that: 

 

a. Under the Council’s Financial Regulations there is no requirement for individual 

payments to be approved by the Full Council (Regulation 1.13). 

 

b. Financial Regulation 5.2 which specifies the approval process will need 

amendment. 

 

c. Regulation 5.6 already provides for regular payments to be made without individual 

authorisation subject to such payments being reported to the next meeting of the 

Council. 
 
 

Handling Planning Applications 

  

8. Each month the Parish Council’s agenda includes discussion of planning applications 

relevant to the parish.  The Council has the option of recording and submitting an objection to 

the planning authority, of submitting comments but without actually objecting, or letting the 

application proceed without comment. 

 

9. Discussion of each application can be protracted.  The situation is exacerbated because 

most councillors have no prior knowledge of the application before the meeting, except the 

bare details of the subject of the application and the applicant’s name and address, unless 

they have taken steps to brief themselves by interrogating the District Council’s planning 

website.  For applications which are advised to the Clerk after the agenda is published, not 

even that level of detail is published on the agenda before the meeting (though the agenda is 

so worded as to allow discussion of these late items) and councillors will only know the details 

if they happen to have visited the CDC website shortly before the meeting 

 

10. So that councillors can understand the full implications of each application, it is often 

necessary to table details at the meeting, including drawings which for most applications can 

only be viewed on the screen rather than in hard copy.  And for those not accustomed to 

reading drawings, it can still be difficult to assimilate details of the application. 



 

 

Constraints 

 

11. Legal advice, most recently that published in Clerks and Councils Direct (January 2009, 

Legal matters, ‘Handling planning Applications’, Clayden on Law, pp 16 – 17) has set out the 

constraints that apply to discussions of planning applications outside of regular meetings of 

the full Parish Council.  In particular, it emphasises that a working group which meets without 

giving statutory notice, or which holds a ‘virtual meeting’ by telephone or e-mail, would be 

unlawful. 

 

12. A further objection to using a working party to discuss planning applications in private is 

that electors and residents have no chance to be present when their own or other applications 

are discussed. 

 

13. It is therefore clear that, whatever steps are taken to speed up the discussion of planning 

applications, any discussion must take place in a properly advertised public forum.  And it 

would, for example, be unlawful for a small working party to take a decision in private on the 

Council’s response to an application, or to decide in private whether the application merited 

discussion at all and whether or not it should be brought before a public meeting. 
 

14. The logical conclusion to satisfy these constraints is that the Council should delegate its 

powers to handle planning applications and respond on its behalf.  Under section 101 of the 

Local Government Act 1972 the Council may delegate to a committee, a sub-committee, or 

an officer (or to another local authority – not relevant in this case).  It is therefore open to the 

Council to establish a planning committee to handle planning applications on its behalf (so 

long as its terms of reference confer those explicit powers).  And such terms of reference 

could also enable, or indeed require, that the planning committee refer applications to the full 

Parish Council if it considered them especially significant or contentious. 

 

15. Concern has been expressed that the appointment of a delegated Planning Committee 

might prejudice individual councillor’s options to get involved in planning discussions.  

However the interests of individual councillors can be protected in a number of ways: 
 

a. Individual councillors would, as now, receive notice of all new planning 

applications.  Individual councillors could ask, at this stage, that any particular 

application should go before a full Council.  This procedure can be added to the 

Council’s Standing Orders, with a proviso that any councillor would have the right to 

demand such a move – similar to the ‘red card’ available to District Councillors to 

demand that an application goes to the District Council planning Committee rather than 

be determined by planning officers’ delegated powers. 

 

b. Meetings of the Planning Committee would be public meetings, which any person 

is entitled to attend.  Individual councillors could make representations at that meeting,  
 

c. Members of the Planning Committee could themselves determine that an 

application was of sufficient importance to justify calling a meeting of the full Council.  

The terms of reference for the Committee could be framed to require them to do so. 

 

 

 



 

 

Practical Considerations 

 

16. With a new routine for handling payments in place, and with a Planning Committee 

meeting monthly, it is proposed that the Council should adopt a routine of meeting in alternate 

months.  Meetings would be timed in: 

 

 January, to fix the precept 

 March, prior to the end of the financial year 

 May, adjusted as necessary to meet the requirement for an Annual General Meeting 

and a Meeting of Electors. 

 July, before the summer holidays 

 September 

 November, to initiate discussions of the budget for the following year 

 

17. Meetings of the Planning Committee would be held monthly (except August – when no 

meeting would take place).  In the months of a full Council, to facilitate reporting, it would be 

sensible for the Planning Committee to meet shortly before each meeting of the full council.  

To minimise travelling and pressure on individual councillors’, and the clerk’s, diaries it would 

be most expedient to hold meetings immediately before each full meeting – for example at 

1845 before a full Council at 1915. 

 

Recommendation 

 

18.  The Council should: 

 

  institute a Planning Committee to meet monthly. 
 

 Meet as a full Council in alternate months. 


