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Development and Infrastructure Committee: 10 November 2020.
Building Standards — Staffing Resource.

Report by Executive Director of Development and Infrastructure.

1. Purpose of Report

To consider establishing the temporary post of Assistant Technician in the Building
Standards function on a permanent basis.

2. Recommendations
The Committee is invited to note:

2.1

That the Council has been appointed by the Scottish Government to undertake
verification duties in terms of the Building (Scotland) Act 2003, with the primary
function being to protect the public interest by providing an independent check of
applications for building warrant to construct or demolish buildings.

2.2.

That the cost of providing the verification service is covered by building warrant
related fees.

2.3.

The increased pressures placed on the verification service as a result of the
increased technical complexity of Building Standards, the additional workload
required by the Verification Performance Framework and by ongoing investment
required to support delivery of e-Building Standards.

2.4.

That, in order to deal with the increased workload referred to above, a temporary
post of Assistant Technician (Building Standards) was established in January 2019.

2.5.

The proposal to establish the temporary post of Assistant Technician (Building
Standards) on a permanent basis, to continue to provide technical support to enable
the effective and efficient operation of the Building Standards function, including
monitoring submissions received via the e-Building Standards portal, administration
of non-current records and updating the electronic document and records
management systems.
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2.6.

That costs associated with making the temporary post of Assistant Technician
(Building Standards) permanent can be met within existing resources.

It is recommended:

2.7.

That the temporary full-time post of Assistant Technician (Building Standards), G5,
be established on a permanent basis.

3. Background

3.1.

The Building (Scotland) Act 2003 and associated legislation set out the role of
verifiers in the Scottish building standards system. Their primary function is to protect
the public interest by providing an independent check of applications for building
warrant to construct or demolish buildings, to provide services, fittings or equipment
in buildings, or to convert buildings. This includes checking during the design phase
before granting a building warrant and checking during the construction phase before
accepting a completion certificate.

3.2.

The Council was appointed as a building standards verifier to undertake verification
duties under the Building (Scotland) Act 2003 for a period of six years, commencing
1 May 2005. Reappointment followed for an additional six years to 30 April 2017,
and a further appointment commenced on 1 May 2017 for a six year period up to
30 April 2023.

3.3.

Appointment to undertake verification duties is based on the Council continuing to
satisfy Scottish Ministers that it continues to meet performance targets. Poor
performance could trigger Scottish Government audit of the service or amendment to
the period of verification appointment.

3.4.

Local authority verification duties have increased significantly in recent years as a
result of the increased technical complexity of the Building Standards, the additional
inspection workload required by the Verification Performance Framework and more
recently by the ongoing investment required to support the implementation of e-
Building Standards.

3.5.

The building warrant related fees are intended to cover the cost of providing the
verification service. Building warrant fees, which are set nationally by the Scottish
Government, were increased on 1 July 2017 — the first increase since 2004..
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3.6.

In announcing the fee increase, the Minister for Local Government and Housing
indicated that he would expect the additional fee income to be reinvested in
improving local authority Building Standards verification services. Following this
announcement, the Scottish Government has also indicated that they will be
examining how local authorities use the fee income to ensure that fees paid for
building warrants are not being used to subsidise other Council services.

4. Proposed Post

4.1.

In order to deal with the increasing workload pressures, a temporary post of
Assistant Technician (Building Standards) was established in 2019 for an initial
period of 12 months. The purpose of the role was to provide technical support to
enable the effective and efficient operation of the Building Standards function,
including monitoring submissions received via the e-Building Standards portal,
administration of non-current records and updating the electronic document and
records management systems (EDRMS). A job description for the post is attached
as Appendix 1 to this report. The post was filled from 16 February 2019, with a
further 12 months’ extension approved until 15 February 2021.

4.2.

At the time the post was established there was no technical support provided within
the Building Standards team and, as a result (a) essential procedural checking and

processing work was being undertaken by more senior professional team members,
impacting on overall efficiency and productivity; and (b) necessary tasks to sort and
electronically archive or destroy historic building warrant records as required by the

Council’'s Records Management Plan were not being undertaken.

4.3.

As a result of the new post crucial procedural checking and processing work is now
being undertaken at technician level, freeing more senior professional team
members to concentrate on more advanced disciplines, including technical
assessment of building warrant applications and completion certificate submissions.

4.4.

Commencement of back scanning hard copy paper applications to allow electronic
processing has increased overall efficiency and productivity of the service, with
digital recording of historic building warrant records supporting delivery of the
statutory electronic Building Standards Register and the Council’'s Records
Management Plan.
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4.5.

To provide an indication of the current technician workload, there are currently in the
region of 450 file boxes containing non-current Building Warrant paper files dating
back to 1948 held in archive storage. All of these files require to be electronically
registered, in certain circumstances (important buildings and warrants less than 25
years since completion), and back scanned to meet the Council’s statutory
responsibility under Section 24 of the Building (Scotland) Act 2003.

4.6.

Retention of the current post is therefore considered essential due to the continuing
high workload pressures placed on the verification service. Additional building
warrant fee income will also be due to the service from 1 April 2021 onwards as a
result of the service biennial review of the Estimated Build Costs, on which the fees
are based.

5. Human Resource Implications

5.1.

The post of Assistant Technician (Building Standards) has an approved job
description and person specification, attached as Appendix 1 to this report, and is
graded at G5, with a salary range from SCP (spinal column point) 21 (£21,652) to
SCP 25 (£23,440), including Distant Islands Allowance.

5.2.

Should the recommendation be accepted, and the post made permanent, then the
post will need to be advertised accordingly.

5.3.

Should the recommendation not be accepted, then the current postholder could
continue in the current role until the end of their current temporary contract and
would then revert to their substantive permanent post with the Council from which
they are currently seconded.

6. Corporate Governance

This report relates to the Council complying with governance and its duties as an
employer and therefore does not directly support and contribute to improved
outcomes for communities as outlined in the Council Plan and the Local Outcomes
Improvement Plan.

7. Financial Implications

7.1.

The cost of the temporary post of Assistant Technician (Building Standards) is
£27,700 for financial year 2020/21, based on a current staff cost range of £27,300 to
£29,700.
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7.2

On the basis that the temporary appointment was originally funded as a service
pressure bid through the Council’s budget setting process, this means that the
Building Service function is currently being subsidised by General Fund Services.

7.3.

A summary analysis of Building Standards in recent years shows how this function
has performed in financial terms:

2017/18 | 2018/19 | 2019/20 | 2020/21
Actuals | Actuals | Actuals | Budget
£000’'s | £000's | £000's | £000’s
Expenditure 298.9 273.2 293.9 314.9
Income 403.0 312.0 315.9 304.7
(Surplus)/Deficit (104.1) | (38.8) (22.0) 10.2
7.4.

Notwithstanding that additional central support service are recorded at a Service
wide level, in simple terms the analysis indicates that, over the last three years, the
Building Standards function has successfully operated at a surplus. The addition of
the temporary staff resource in 2019/20 did however result in a net deficit budget of
£10,200 being approved for financial year 2020/21 as expenditure was predicted to
exceed income levels. The Building Standards function will have to either increase
its fee income or reduce its cost base going forward if it is to achieve a breakeven
position going forward.

7.5.

For the first half of financial year 2020/21, to 30 September 2020, the function
returned a net surplus of £6,000 which is £5,600 ahead of the profiled budget
position. The report also indicates that a review of building warrant fee levels is due
in April 2021, which should be sufficient to achieve this target going forward.

8. Legal Aspects

8.1.

The Council is appointed by the Scottish Government to undertake verification duties
under the Building (Scotland) Act 2003 and is responsible for the operation of the
building standards system. Failure to adequately discharge such duties could trigger
the Scottish Government to audit the service or amend the period that the Council is
appointed as verifier.

8.2.

The establishment of the temporary post on a permanent basis will assist the Council
in discharging its duties as verifier under the Building (Scotland) Act 2003.
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9. Contact Officers

Gavin Barr, Executive Director of Development and Infrastructure, Email
gavin.barr@orkney.gov.uk

Roddy Mackay, Head of Planning, Development and Regulatory Services, Email
roddy.mackay@orkney.gov.uk

Jack Leslie, Principal Building Standards Officer, Email jack.leslie@orkney.gov.uk

10. Appendix

Appendix 1: Job Description and Person Specification - Assistant Technician
(Building Standards).
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