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Summary 

This review was initiated by the Regeneration Overview and Scrutiny Committee 
to examine whether Urban Design provides a value for money, quality service 
that supports the Council’s agenda and provides strategic advice. As such, it 
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Summary of Recommendations 

 Recommendation Responsibility Completion Date 
R1 Options for increasing the flexibility of Urban 

Design to deliver its services should be explored 
by a joint working group of Elected Members and 
officers (including Urban Design). 

This should enable the Cabinet to appraise 
options including: 

Urban Design operating as a limited 
company, wholly-owned by the Council; 
Alternative means of increasing flexibility with 
Urban Design as part of the Council; and 
Methods of developing greater long-term 
stability in the business plan for Urban 
Design. 
 

Cabinet Member for 
Regeneration 

31 March 2007 

R2 The effective transition of services to a greater 
trading basis should be supported by wider 
consideration of necessary financial and 
operational flexibilities. 

Options should be brought forward for providing 
such flexibilities to services that perform well on a 
trading basis. 

Deputy Leader 31 March 2007 

R3 The clarity of Urban Design fees for internal 
clients should be improved through simplifying 
and making clear: 

• 
• 
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 Recommendation Responsibility Completion Date 

R7 Proposals should be brought forward to provide 
flexibility for Urban Design in reward mechanisms 
to staff. 

These should provide demonstrable 
improvements in its ability to recruit and retain 
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1.2.3 Our report is structured as follows: 

About Urban Design describes the activities and organisational 
structure of Urban Design; 

The financial elements of Urban Design’s operation are covered in 
Costs and Fees; 

Human Resource Issues 
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2.3.3 As at February 2006, Urban Design: 

Employed 220.34 full time equivalent (FTE) staff; 

Against a budget for 250.34 FTE posts; and 

An unfunded maximum of 278 posts in total. 

2.4 Types of Work Carried Out 

Project Work 

2.4.1 The cost of projects undertaken ranges considerably, between £10k and 
£30m, with a total value of £77m in 2004/51. More detail regarding the 
mix of project costs is contained in Section 3, but examples of projects 
undertaken include: 

£30m renovation of the Town Hall; 

£500k library and extra classrooms at Harborne Junior and Infant 
School; 

£26m over 3 years as part of a regeneration programme for 
Optima Housing Association. 

Maintenance 

2.4.2 Urban Design also provides a property maintenance and emergency 
repairs service to clients. This covers emergencies, building repairs, 
electrical and mechanical repairs, statutory testing of appliances and lift 
maintenance for all lifts owned by the City Council and housing 
associations. Lift maintenance is especially important for ensuring 
access for mobility-impaired residents and lifts are continually 
monitored. Housing repairs are not undertaken by Urban Design. 

2.4.3 In 2004/5, 30,000 emergency repairs were undertaken to a cost of £7m 
and 10,000 repairs/maintenance jobs were completed costing a total of 
£18m. 

Management Services for Property 

2.4.4 Amongst other management services for property, Urban Design 
manages the Schools Emergency Property Repair Service (SEPRS). 
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2.4.5 This service is similar to an ‘insurance’ scheme as while the Local 
Education Authority requires schools to pay the first £5-10k for repairs 
depending on the size of the school, the SEPRS bridges this gap in 
funding as well as undertaking statutory maintenance and emergency 
repairs.   

2.4.6 Urban Design is also involved in asset management and undertakes 
condition surveys and structural surveys on Council-owned buildings. 

Sustainability and Energy Management 

2.4.7 Due to its key placing in the design and construction procurement 
process, Urban Design is ideally placed to advise on incorporating 
sustainable technologies into building design. This is a key aspect of the 
City Council being the only Local Authority to have won Energy 
Accreditation on three consecutive occasions. 

2.4.8 In projects like these, Urban Design creates the opportunities by putting 
in bids, negotiating with funders and procuring companies to deliver 
them. Examples of projects here include: 

A five-year, £5m investment in building Energy Management 
Systems and equipment in City Council properties in 1986. This is 
estimated to have saved over £38m in energy costs, 420,000 
tonnes of CO2 and over 20m cubic metres of water; 

Installation of photo-voltaics in the roof of the Alexander Stadium. 
These generate electricity in the largest scheme of its kind in 
Europe, which not only paid back the cost of the installation in four 
years, but also now makes the Council a profit as additional 
electricity is sold to the National Grid; 

Combined Heat and Power (CHP) schemes for the City Centre and 
Eastside. The City Centre scheme will see the ICC, NIA, Council 
House, and Town Hall, amongst other buildings, being supplied by 
CHP by March 2007.  

Health and Safety 

2.4.9 Legislation requires that any project which involves more than five 
people and lasts over 30 days must have a Health and Safety Plan and a 
Contractor Plan and produce a Health and Safety file at the end of the 
project. Urban Design provides this service as standard to clients and it 
is included in its fees. 

Strategic Advice 

2.4.10 Part of Urban Design’s role is to provide strategic advice to its clients. 
This can occur at various stages of a project, for example: 

Concept/feasibility; 

Design; and 
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3 Costs and Fees 

3.1 Introduction 

3.1.1 The finance structure behind Urban Design is particularly different to 
other areas of the City Council. Uniquely, it is the only Council service 
area to operate a ‘trading account’ on a fully trading basis. This means 
that it is self-funded through trading activity, which requires that it not 
only covers its costs but also returns an operational surplus to the 
Council. This section examines the basis of the cost structure of Urban 
Design and how this relates to the fees that it charges to its clients. 

Key points in this section 

¼ Trading account surplus of £721k returned in 2004/05; 

¼ Fees range from 9% to 15% of project value; 

¼ Salary and on-costs are typically around 70% of all costs (2002-6). 

3.2 Trading Accounts 

3.2.1 Internal trading is a method of increasing the transparency of use of 
support resources in an organisation. It has benefits, which include: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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3.2.3 Trading accounts differ to recharges. Recharges are used for central 
support costs and charges are fixed on the basis of budget allocations. 
Recharges are discussed further below. 

3.2.4 Urban Design’s circumstances are unique because other service areas 
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Corporate and directorate recharge expenditure is the next most 
significant category - £2.026m (17%). 

The key elements of expenditure are discussed below. 

Salaries and On-Costs 

3.3.3 Salaries and on-costs, including national insurance and superannuation 
contributions, are by far Urban Design’s largest single expenditure. In 
2004/5, £8.045m was spent in this area, an increase of £336k on the 
previous year.   

Urban Design Overheads 

3.3.4 Overheads account for around 8% of Urban Design’s total expenditure. 
This amounted to £876k in 2004/5. These overheads include: 

Staff advertising; 

Insurance; 

Training; 

Car Parking and car allowances; 

Equipment; 

Printing and stationery; 

Computer-related expenditure. 

Corporate and Directorate Recharges 

3.3.5 In addition to the trading surplus that it must return, Urban Design has 
to contribute to corporate and directorate overhead costs.  

3.3.6 Corporate Recharges (also called Central Support Costs) are those that 
are made to departments from the central overheads of the Council. 
The key difference to corporate charges (such as those made in a 
trading account) is that departments cannot control the amount of 
recharged services that they use. 

3.3.7 This lack of control can be a source of contention where departments 
feel that they are paying for services that they aren’t using or they feel 
that they are not getting value for money. Additionally, it can create a 
feeling that whilst ‘front line’ and fee-earning services have to either 
make efficiency savings in their operations or generate more business, 
overhead and support services are insulated from this. 

3.3.8 There are three types of corporate recharge: 

Centrally-provided services (such as payroll); 

Organisational overhead charges (such as bank charges and the 
costs of external audit); and 

Corporate activities (such as Internal Audit). 
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3.3.9 Recharges are allocated to departme
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Maintenance (10% - £1.284m): Day to day repair and 
maintenance and inspection; and 

Specialist Services
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Working Arrangement/Project Type Fee 

Level 
Notes 

Term Contract 

Any value – those above £50k with prior 
approval from the Divisional Manager. 

10% Assumed that most will be single trade 
and/or discipline. 

Input or advice from other disciplines 
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Category/ 

Indicative 
Fee 

Adjustment 

New Build/Extensions to Existing Work to/Within Existing 

A 

(-15%) 

Mobile/temporary 
accommodation 
Grass pitches 
Surface car parks 

 Removal and/or provision of 
equipment/fittings/furniture 
Redecoration and/or renewal 
of finishings and or minor 
repair work (but no alteration 
work) 

B 

(-5%) 

Multi-storey car parks 
Depots 
Warehouses 
Outdoor markets 
Storage facilities 
Artificial pitches 

 Redecoration/renewal of 
finishings and/or minor 
repair work (with moderate 
amount of alteration work) 
Repairs to external envelope 

C 

(+0%) 

Community centres 
Low/medium rise 
housing 
Sheltered housing 
Neighbourhood 
Offices 
Public conveniences 
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Corporate-wide roles and leading initiatives (such as Emergency 
Planning and advising on Legionella and asbestos). 

3.6.5 In 2004/5, the average cost of time spent by officers (where staff were 
involved on corporate issues) and the equivalent costs were as follows: 

Senior Management – average 676 hours = £236,754; 

Group Leaders – average 294 hours = £300,564; 

Technical and support staff – average 140 hours = £169,665; 

A total of £706,983. 

This is in addition to Urban Design’s financial contribution to the Council 
through its surplus target. 

3.7 Whole Life Costing 

3.7.1 Whole life costing is a concept that can affect the initial cost of a project 
and therefore the fees earned by Urban Design, but also the running 
costs of a building in the longer-term. It is a calculation of the actual 
cost of a building, component or element, over the period of its life, 
rather than just its capital cost. It therefore includes: 

Capital costs: 10 – 20% of overall cost e.g. feasibility, design and 
planning and construction; 

Occupation costs: 80 – 90% of overall cost e.g. operating costs, 
maintenance; energy; furnishings. 

3.7.2 There are a number of advantages to whole life costing: 

It represents better value in the long term; 

It allows a more objective view when making decisions on design 
and selections of materials etc; 

It considers sustainability, reliability, impact etc. 

3.7.3 There are, however, some disadvantages: 

Savings are achieved in the longer term rather than the short 
term; 

It relies on a host of assumptions that could change, such as  how 
the asset is used and developments in technology; 

Capital budgets are separate to revenue budgets and are often 
managed by different people; 

The process itself costs money. 

3.7.4 Despite these issues, the Government is actively promoting the use of 
whole life costing through the new Comprehensive Performance 
Assessment (CPA) framework. Revisions to the Building Regulations will 
also help to encourage it. 
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4 Human Resource Issues 

4.1 Introduction 

4.1.1 Given that the main cost that Urban Design has is its staff, it is logical 
that a key line of enquiry for this review was to examine the issues 
relating to its staffing. 

4.1.2 In examining the issues relating to human resources, two particular 
issues came to the fore: 

Urban Design’s ability to compete with the private sector in the 
labour market and 

The potential impact of Single Status. 

Key points in this section 

¼ There are recruitment and retention problems for technical staff; 

¼ These are likely to be compounded by Single Status. 

4.2 Competition with the Private Sector 

4.2.1 A number of departments within the Development Directorate employ 
technical staff and potentially suffer the same problems as Urban 
Design. Turnover of technical staff in the Directorate is shown in Fig. 5 
on the following page, which shows that turnover rates in Urban Design 
were higher than the average for the Development Directorate. 

4.2.2 There are a number of problems that Urban Design faces in competing 
with private companies in the labour marketplace: 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Department/Service Area 

Average Staff 
2004/5 

Technical Staff 
Leavers 2004/5 

% 

City Centre Management 8.30 0 0.00% 

Development Management Service 122.56 4 3.26% 

Development Strategy 161.12 9 5.59% 

Eastside 7.15 1 13.99% 

Highways 519.06 28 5.39% 

Planning and Regeneration 687.35 12 1.75% 

Urban Design 214.11 19 8.87% 

Total 1,719.65 73 4.25% 

 

Fig. 5 Technical Staff Turnover in Development Directorate Service Areas, 
2004/5 

Source: Development Directorate Human Resources 

 
4.2.3 This position is not likely to improve without taking action. Almost half 

of Urban Design’s staff (39%) will reach 65 years of age in the next 15 
years and 18 (8%) are expected to retire in the next five years. 

4.2.4 Nearly three-quarters of staff in Urban Design have experience of 
working in the private sector. Of staff graded PO (Principal Officer) 5 
and below, 73% had worked in the private sector. Among managers 
(graded PO6 and above) there was a similar figure – 74%. 

4.2.5 This flow depends upon the relative strength of the construction 
industry employment market. When it is buoyant and expanding, public 
sector salaries and conditions are less attractive and people tend to 
leave local authorities. When the market is not as strong, the stability 
and relative security of public sector posts is attractive. 

4.2.6 Placing restrictive clauses in employment contracts is one way to reduce 
the likelihood of losing staff. An example is a clause that requires the 
individual to repay the cost of training received if they leave the Council 
within a certain time. However, due to the savings that can be made on 
training staff, private companies are often prepared to buy out such 
clauses that Urban Design staff may have in their contracts. 

4.2.7 The focus for tackling retention difficulties has been upon emphasising 
the Council’s strengths as ‘an employer of choice’. These include 
opportunities for flexible working, the wide range of work undertaken 
and opportunities for development. A recruitment pack outlining these 
benefits has been produced to help deal with recruitment issues around 
Planning staff, but not as yet for Urban Design. 
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4.3.5 The fact is that it is not known what impact the Single Status scheme 
will have overall or on specific services and professional disciplines such 
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5 Comparisons 

5.1 Introduction 

5.1.1 Comparison with other Local Authorities and private companies provides 
a valuable way of testing the efficiency and cost effectiveness of Urban 
Design. We therefore used a range of sources from both the public and 
private sector to inform our comparison: 

Performance information from other comparable Core Cities for 
2004/5; 

Figures from the National Best Value Benchmarking Scheme 
(NBVBS); 

Mirza and Nacey Research Ltd - data relating to private sector 
consultants; 

Constructing Excellence (2005); 

Data submitted by companies tendering for the consultancy 
partnership.  

These are described in detail in Appendix 2. 

5.1.2 The following areas were examined for comparison purposes: 

Expenditure, income and profitability; 

Productivity, hourly rates and staffing; 

Fee levels; 

Cost and time predictability. 

5.1.3 These factors include key performance indicators for the construction 
industry and information regularly asked for in benchmarking exercises. 
They are therefore a very useful way of assessing how well Urban 
Design is performing compared with other organisations.  

Key points in this section 

¼ Fee levels overall are lower than others – around 11.5%; 

¼ 
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5.2.4 In general, employees within private companies work longer hours and 
undertake less training than their equivalents in the public sector. Data 
from Consulting Excellence (2005) shows that, whilst the industry 
average is 2.1 training days per annum per FTE, the average number 
for Urban Design is 7.1. 

5.2.5 This difference will have a significant impact on the amount of 
productive time available to Urban Design and consequently the amount 
of income it can generate. Increasing the amount of time available is 
however likely to have an adverse impact on the terms and conditions 
of employees in Urban Design. 
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Staffing Ratios 

5.3.3 The graph below shows the difference in staffing ratios between 
different local authorities and the private sector. There does not seem to 
be a consistent model for how staffing is split between 
experience/skills/grades and so forth. No information was available for 
the number of trainees in the private sector.  
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5.3.7 The difference with other authorities may be due to varying 
methodologies/strategies used to calculate time-charge rates as well as 
other factors, such as: 

Required rate of return;  

Number of staff at each level;  

Amount of fee-earning time available;  

Level of non-staff costs.  

5.3.8 Differences in expenditure, profitability and productivity have been 
highlighted in section 5.2 and earlier in section 5.3, all of which 
contribute to the variation in time-charge rates. 

5.3.9 It should be noted that less than 13% of Urban Design’s income is 
generated from time-charge work. This is a lower proportion than other 
authorities and significantly lower than private sector comparators. 

Fee Levels 

5.3.10 The graph below shows the average fee level for projects >£100k in 
construction value. Fee percentages are based on the core 
professional/technical services needed to deliver a project from outline 
proposals through to completion. The data represented is not strictly 
comparative but does provide an indication of how Urban Design fares 
against its competitors. A detailed methodology for comparisons is 
shown in Appendix 2. 

5.3.11 Fig. 8 and Fig. 9 (below) show that: 

Urban Design has the lowest average fee level amongst all the 
local authorities and private companies examined; 

‘Consultants’ appear to charge significantly higher fees than Urban 
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Fig. 8 Comparative Average Fee Levels Source: Urban Design 
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Fig. 9 Comparative Fee Range Source: Urban Design 
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Fig. 10  Comparative Example Project Fees – Small Extension (£75k) 

Source: Urban Design 
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5.3.13 Fee levels compared for the five sample projects show that: 

Urban Design has a significantly lower fee level than other 
authorities and private sector co
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As shareholder, Norfolk County Council is entitled to a dividend 
and gets a volume discount on fees (which are given prior to 
Corporation Tax being paid); 

The success from trading creates capital that can be invested in 
further expansion; 

NPS has more options for creating a more flexible employment 
environment and can (for example) share profits with its staff. 

5.5.11 Norfolk County Council has benefited by around £1.4m this year and 
Wigan and Wakefield (host authorities for the two subsidiary 
companies) have benefited from £500k+. 

5.5.12 NPS currently employs over 750 staff on competitive pay and conditions 
and shares the success of the company with all staff via a profit share 
scheme.  They are also able to offer career development and employ 
significant numbers of school leavers and graduates. NPS is not affected 
by Single Status. 

5.5.13 From the perspective of NPS, there are disadvantages to being a limited 
company, including: 

Paying Corporation Tax on profit; 

(Albeit minimal) overhead costs to ensure compliance with 
Companies Act; 

Not being able to do things at no cost to authorities, which in-
house departments have traditionally done; 

Risks of trading losses; 

Higher insurance costs. 

In perspective, NPS must make a profit in the first place in order to be 
taxed and some of the additional overheads will be offset by savings 
elsewhere. 

5.6 Summary 

5.6.1 The costs that drive Urban Design’s hourly rates are relatively high 
compared to other Local Authorities, but are lower than the private 
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6 Client Views 

6.1 Introduction 

6.1.1 Urban Design aims to provide a high quality service and be responsive 
to all its clients needs. Capturing, listening to and acting on the views of 
its customers are all integral to these objectives being successfully met.  

6.1.2 Urban Design operates in a competitive environment. There is an 
expectation that Council departments will use Urban Design for 
construction and property related services. Schools as well as clients in 
other authorities have even greater choice. They must choose Urban 
Design on its merits. High satisfaction amongst clients is therefore 
imperative if Urban Design is to retain its client base and generate a 
profit. 

6.1.3 One of the difficulties inherent in gathering client satisfaction 
information is that it only tells you what people are prepared to share 
with you. Some clients may choose not to share feedback that they feel 
is too critical. 

6.1.4 Projects are categorised into three areas for performance purposes: 

Category 2: Projects <£100k requiring key discipline input only 
e.g. building surveyor; 

Category 3: Projects >£100k requiring key discipline input 
js8m
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6.2 Client Feedback Process 

6.2.1 Client feedback is routinely gathered from a number of sources. At a 
strategic level there are client liaison and programme meetings. Regular 
client review meetings take place annually or six-monthly, depending on 
need. These provide major clients with an opportunity to discuss any 
issues and any improvements that could be made.   

6.2.2 At a project level there are project and design team meetings. In 
addition, a series of questionnaires are issued at the following stages of 
a project: 

End of Pre-Construction for projects over £500k; 

At Project Completion for all projects; 

Six months after completion for projects over £100k. 

6.2.3 The satisfaction questionnaire used by Urban Design and other Core 
Cities is based on the Constructing Excellence model. This means that 
results can be compared across the public and private sectors. 

6.2.4 Clients are asked for their views on a variety of issues including: 

Quality of design; 
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6.3 Client Satisfaction 

Overall Performance 

6.3.1 Urban Design has very high levels of client satisfaction across the board 
and consistently performs higher than the industry average as shown in 
the statistics below. Overall satisfacti
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Category 2 Projects 

6.3.4 In terms of Category 2 projects, all the clients that responded in 2005/6 
were very satisfied with the service they received. The average 
satisfaction level was 9 out of 10, an improvement from 2004/5 when 
the level was 8.2 out of 10.  

6.3.5 The 2005/6 information is based on 45 clients who returned 
questionnaires from April to December 2005. This is more than twice 
the number who returned questionnaires the previous year but still no 
conclusive judgement can be formed as the same time span is not being 
compared. 

6.3.6 Satisfaction in terms of the quality of design, quality of service and 
functionality has marginally improved from 2004/5 figures. For both 
years, each result was still however above 8 out of 10. 

Partnered Projects (Categories 3 and 4) 

6.3.7 In terms of projects costing over £100k and undertaken by the BCP, the 
average satisfaction level was 8.2 out of 10 in 2004/5. Feedback 
gathered so far for 2005/6 indicates that it has dropped slightly to 7.9. 
It should be remembered, however, that above 7 out of 10 is classed as 
‘very satisfied’.  

6.3.8 7% of respondents in 2005/6 were dissatisfied with the work 
undertaken by the BCP and stated that they would not use them again. 
This equates to two projects, both of which involved schools. The issues 
here were: 

The client having insufficient budget to do what they wanted and 
so there were problems from the outset with the project brief; 

An assumption that the client knew more about the process than 
was the case; 

Communication and engagement were not as effective or 
appropriate as they could have been; 

One of these clients actually used Urban Design again and was 
satisfied with the work. 

6.3.9 The graph below provides a more detailed breakdown of customer 
satisfaction for Partnered Projects and compares data from 2004/5 with 
that from April to December 2005.  
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Fig. 15 Average Customer Satisfaction Scores 2005/6: Category 2 Projects v 
Category 3/4 Projects 

Source: Urban Design  

6.4 Views of Clients 

6.4.1 This section summarises views expressed by clients from client review 
meetings under the following headings: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Quality of Design/Service; 

Communication; 

Team Working; 

Fees/Value for Money; 

Health and Safety; 

Other Specific Issues. 

Full details of the clients and methodology used are given in Appendix 1. 

Quality of Design/Service 

6.4.2 Many aspects of the service provided by Urban Design were praised by 
clients, including: 

Their professional expertise and experience; 

Sensitivity to the needs and circumstances of different clients; 

Communication and the development of long-term, productive 
working relationships with regular clients; 

Listening to and adapting to changed needs of clients; 

Production of high quality designs that fit the project brief; 

Their experience in procuring services. 
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6.4.3 Where clients had issues with the quality of design and the service 
provided, these concerned: 

High turnover of staff which affects the consistency of delivery and 
results in discontinuity; 

Poor, or non-existent, handover between Urban Design staff; 

Work not completed on time, which can cause funding 
opportunities to be lost; 

A lack of consistency in the quality of draft plans and the priority 
given to speculative projects and in developing bids. 

Communication 

6.4.4 In terms of communication with Urban Design, clients were generally 
satisfied. The following positive points were made: 

Urban Design staff are accessible and easy to get hold of; 

The responsiveness of contractors to the needs of schools and 
pupils and their willingness to get them involved in the project; 

6.4.5 Issues were raised about: 

Tailoring the information given to the needs of the client; 

The timeliness of information provided about project costs; 

Clients not informed about staff leaving or going on holiday. 

Team Working 

6.4.6 A key aspect of the Urban Design service is that it has to balance the 
competing priorities of different professional disciplines with the client’s 
needs. Effective teamwork is therefore critical and, in general, client 
views were that this has improved since the introduction of the multi-
disciplinary approach. 

6.4.7 Efforts are also being made to improve team working between 
departments, for example, joint training sessions and visits to examine 
examples of best practice. 

Fees/Value for Money 

6.4.8 The perceptions of clients relating to fees and value for money were 
obviously key areas for this review. Satisfaction in this area was mixed 
and the differing needs of clients and the balance that is struck between 
cost and quality need to be taken into consideration here. 

6.4.9 Where clients were satisfied with fees and value for money, this was 
because of: 
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The inability to tackle intermittent or seasonal faults (such as a 
leaking roof); 

Knowing who will attend from the contractor – a key issue for 
schools; 

Ensuring that there is adequate communication between Urban 
Design/the contractor and the Head Teacher/Caretaker when work 
is done out of hours; 

Following up on jobs done by contractors. 

6.5 Anecdotal Perceptions 

6.5.1 Understandably, the local press regard issues of efficiency in the 
spending of public money as a touchstone issue to the public. Urban 
Design has been the subject of comment in the local press and 
exploring some of the more prominent stories was something that 
members therefore considered important. 

6.5.2 Evidence in such cases can often be more anecdotal than quantified. 
This does not compare readily when placed next to information gathered 
by more objective means, particularly since anecdotes may be related 
from others’ experience. Such methods do not always make for 
objective evidence gathering and analysis. 

6.5.3 Some of the issues examined turned out to be more complex than they 
were initially presented, with a number of complicating factors. For 
example, in the case of the carpeting of the Labour Group Offices, one 
such complication was the irregular shape of the rooms to be carpeted. 
In this case, any carpet fitting plan would have resulted in a high level 
of waste.  

6.5.4 It was apparent in some cases that that Urban Design had also been the 
subject of ‘mistaken identity’. For example, whilst assumptions had 
been made that scheme design and quotations were solely attributable 
to Urban Design, looking deeper, some of these turned out to be: 

For different work than was stated; 

Quotations from other sources, brought together by Urban Design; 

Estimates provided from other services within the Council; or 

Brief, scheme design and specification developed by other services 
within the Council. 

6.5.5 Nonetheless, there can be merits to examining anecdotal information. 
The cases examined were not simply refuted; indeed it was clear that 
lessons had been learnt from each of them.  
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Fig. 16 Plan of Centenary Square, showing proposed location of the statue (at 
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6.6.4 How the work of Urban Design is portrayed in the media and anecdotally 
is more complex. The Council is a public body and as such must expect 
interest in what it does from the media. Questions of the value for 
money offered to the public purse are traditionally part of the staple diet 
of the media. The need to be seen to be accountable to the public 
through the media is an obligation incumbent upon public sector 
organisations. 

6.6.5 Additionally, the reality of the situation is that Urban Design, as a 
service area of the Council, operates within a political environment. As 
such, it can expect that it will on occasion fall into the media spotlight. 
Also, there will always be an element of this publicity related to personal 
or party political reasons. 

6.6.6 Equally, it is important to recognise that damage to the reputation of 
Urban Design, within the Council, with other authorities and within the 
construction sector, can result from poor publicity. This is equally true of 
private companies.  

6.6.7 What is important is that where ‘public interest’ stories of the kind 
mentioned above do contain embellishment and/or factual inaccuracies, 
the accurate situation is promptly advised. Too many of these issues 
have been allowed to fester. 

6.6.8 The other key issue is that Urban Design is invariably acting on behalf of 
a principal client. It is essential that if costs start to escalate on original 
estimates or unforeseen problems with a proposed solution occur, the 
client is contacted immediately to see if an alternative is acceptable. 
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3. There may be alternative ways of providing this service that would provide 
opportunities to overcome these constraints. Whilst it was not the role of 
this review to specifically examine these, we do feel that to do so is a key 
strategic consideration. 

4. The constraints that apply to Urban Design will apply equally to any other 
service that the Council wishes to operate on a trading basis. The 
successful transition of other services to a trading basis will therefore be 
reliant upon providing greater flexibility to overcome these constraints. 

 Recommendation Responsibility Completion Date 
R1 Options for increasing the flexibility of Urban 

Design to deliver its services should be explored 
by a joint working group of Elected Members and 
officers (including Urban Design). 

This should enable the Cabinet to appraise 
options including: 
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7.2.4 One of the identified shortcomings of internal trading arrangements is 
that internal clients in the Council are less accepting of fee costs than 
they would be from an external service provider. 

7.2.5 There is also the matter of Urban Design being required to return a 
surplus to the Council from its operation. This does beg the question of 
whether Urban Design could lower its costs by being required to break 
even, rather than generate a surplus. This is not done because the 
surplus contributes to the wider corporate budget process. A significant 
proportion of this is money coming into the Council, rather than moving 
within it. Part of the surplus also covers the costs of reinvestment in 
equipment, rather than adding this cost to fees. 

7.2.6 Whole Life Costing is an approach generally used by Urban Design, but 
one which is not commonplace across the Council. It is also a more 
appropriate tool for some purchasing decisions than for others. 

7.2.7 In the course of undertaking this review, we were made aware that 
there was also a proposal to ask Price Waterhouse Coopers to undertake 
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7.3.3 Local Authority pay structures and conditions are relatively inflexible 
compared to the private companies with whom they must compete in 
the labour market. Urban Design’s experience in this respect is typical of 
other areas of the Council that employ staff where there are ready 
comparators in the private sector.  

Conclusions 

15. There are particular issues with the degree of flexibility to tackle 
recruitment, turnover and staff retention in a buoyant marketplace. Other 
aspects also have an impact on staffing, including uncertainty over the 
outcome of Single Status and the age profile of Urban Design. 

16. The Council’s existing employment structures do not appear to be able to 
deliver the flexibility that is necessary for Urban Design to attract and 
retain professional staff. 

17. The human resource problems that Urban Design faces are acknowledged. 
However, there is a question of what is being done about these and 
whether it is a matter wholly for Urban Design to manage or other support 
is offered to develop reward systems. 

18. Options to increase Urban Design’s flexibility to operate should logically 
extend to more control over pay, conditions of employment and other 
reward mechanisms. 

 
 Recommendation Responsibility Completion Date 

R7 Proposals should be brought forward to provide 
flexibility for Urban Design in reward mechanisms 
to staff. 

These should provide demonstrable 
improvements in its ability to recruit and retain 
professional/technical staff. 

Cabinet Member for 
Equalities and Human 
Resources 

31 March 2007 

R8 On a similar basis to R2, the effective transition 
of services to a greater trading basis should be 
supported by wider consideration of the options 
for human resource changes 

Options should be brought forward for providing 
such flexibilities to services performing on a 
trading basis. 

Cabinet Member for 
Equalities and Human 
Resources 

31 March 2007 
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7.4 Monitoring Progress 

7.4.1 To keep the Committee informed of progress in implementing the 
recommendations within this report, it is recommended that the Cabinet 
Member for Regeneration report back on progress periodically. 

 
 Recommendation Responsibility Completion Date 

R9 Progress towards achievement of these 
recommendations should be reported to the 
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Appendix 2 Methodology for 
Comparisons 

A2.1 Methodology 

Performance Information for Core Cities 

A2.1.1 Sheffield and Leeds were selected from the Core Cities group because 
of their similarity to Urban Design in terms of service provision and 
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Source: Urban Design
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Fig. 19 Comparative Example Project Fees – New Build (£3m) 

Source: Urban Design 
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Appendix 3 Methodology for 
Client Views 

A3.1.1 Views are a summary of those of the following internal clients: 

Dave Fletcher, Property Resource Manager (Development 
Directorate); 

Julie Leah, Head of Property and Projects (Local Services 
Directorate); 

Varinder Raulia, Projects Manager, Transportation (Development 
Directorate); 

Adrian Rourke, Head of Landscape Development, the Landscape 
Practice Group, Parks Sports and Events Service (Local Services).   

A3.1.2 Views of Head Teachers were from: 

Conway Junior and Infant School, Sparkbrook – new Sports Hall, 
£690k 

Chivenor Junior and Infant School, Castle Vale – extension to 
house a computer room, facilities for children with disabilities and 
storage space, £71k; 

Turves Green Junior and Infant School, Northfield – rewiring, 
£518k. The BCP was used. 

A3.1.3 These were gathered from a combination of client interviews 
conducted by Urban Design, views heard by members directly from 
clients and client interviews led by the Scrutiny Office. 
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