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Planning Enforcement Policy
For Stafford Borough Council and Cannock Chase District Council
September 2025
1. Introduction
This Planning Enforcement Policy sets out how Stafford Borough Council and Cannock Chase District Council will investigate and respond to suspected breaches of planning control. It supports the councils’ shared enforcement team in delivering a consistent, proportionate and transparent service for residents, businesses and communities. Effective enforcement is important to maintain public confidence in the planning system. Although enforcement action is discretionary, this policy explains how both councils will decide what action to take, based on the level of harm and what is in the public interest.

Stafford and Cannock now operate a shared planning enforcement team. However, each council still has its own planning committees, decision-making structures and delegation arrangements. Where these differ, the policy clearly indicates which council a particular procedure applies to.
This document is based on national guidance, including the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), relevant legislation, and examples of good enforcement practice from across the country.
2. What Is Planning Enforcement?
Planning enforcement is about making sure that development happens in line with national legislation, local planning policies and any conditions attached to planning permissions. It plays a key role in protecting the local environment and ensuring a fair and lawful planning system.

Most breaches of planning control are not criminal offences. However, enforcement action can be taken where development has occurred without the correct permission, or where planning conditions have not been followed. 

Some types of unauthorised development are considered criminal offences from the outset. These include:
· Carrying out unauthorised works to a listed building
· Carrying out works to trees protected by a Tree Preservation Order (TPO), or to trees within a Conservation Area
· Displaying advertisements without the required consent
All other breaches are treated as civil matters unless a formal Enforcement Notice is served and not complied with, which then becomes a criminal offence.
3. What Is a Breach of Planning Control?
A breach of planning control can include:
· Building or engineering works that do not have planning permission
· A material change of use of land or buildings without permission
· Not following the approved plans or conditions attached to a planning permission
· Failing to comply with planning obligations
· Unauthorised works to listed buildings or protected trees
· Displaying advertisements without consent
· Land or buildings left in an untidy condition where this harms local amenity
Planning enforcement time limits vary: a 10-year period applies to most development and use changes on or after April 25, 2024, while a 4-year period applies only to such breaches completed before that date. There is no time limit for breaches of listed building legislation, and some situations, like deliberate concealment, can extend these periods. 
In rare cases where development has been deliberately concealed, the council may apply for a Planning Enforcement Order to allow late action.
4. What We Can and Cannot Investigate
We will investigate alleged breaches of planning control that fall within our legal powers and planning responsibilities. These include:
· Unauthorised building works or extensions
· A change of use of land or buildings
· Works to protected trees
· Works to listed buildings
· Untidy land that significantly affects the amenity of the area
· Development not in line with approved plans or planning conditions
· Unauthorised signs or advertisements
· Demolition in a Conservation Area without consent
There are some matters we cannot investigate through planning enforcement, such as:
· Neighbour disputes about land ownership or boundaries
· Breaches of private covenants or deeds
· Parking of vehicles on the highway or verges (this is a County Council or Police matter)
· Party wall issues or building control concerns
· Business activity from home where there is no clear harm or material change of use
· Issues of noise, smell, anti-social behaviour or pollution (these are investigated by Environmental Health or other agencies)
· Works that have planning permission or fall under permitted development rights
Where a concern falls outside the scope of planning enforcement, we will try to redirect it to the appropriate team or agency.
5. How to Report a Breach of Planning Control
You can report a suspected breach of planning control using the councils’ online forms. Providing clear and detailed information helps us to investigate the matter more efficiently.
When you report a breach, we require:
· Your name and contact details. Anonymous complaints will not be accepted. 
· The exact location of the site
· A description of the activity or development you are concerned about
· The date it began (if known)
· Any harm you believe it is causing (such as noise, visual impact or safety issues)
· Any photographs or supporting evidence you may have
Both councils treat the identity of complainants in confidence. However, if a case proceeds to appeal or prosecution, you may be asked to provide a witness statement or attend a hearing. We will always discuss this with you first.
6. Confidentiality
All enforcement enquiries are treated confidentially. Your name and contact details will not be shared with the person or organisation under investigation. If your evidence is essential to the case and a formal appeal or legal action is required, we will contact you to discuss whether you are willing to be involved. 
To assist in our investigation, you may be asked to complete a diary sheet of times and dates when you notice the alleged breach occurring, as part of your normal day to day activities, This is to assist the Council in planning effective visits and help demonstrate the intensity and impact of a suspected breach of planning control.
7. Assessing Harm and Deciding Whether to Act
The shared enforcement team uses a two-stage assessment to decide whether a breach should be formally investigated and, if necessary, whether enforcement action is justified. This includes a harm scoring system to ensure consistency and fairness.
Tier 1 – Initial Assessment
Each case is first assessed against a set of questions to understand the type and level of harm involved. Points are allocated based on the nature and location of the breach.
These two tables are to be used in combination. For example, untidy land (1) that has been causing an issue for more than 6 months (1) and causes a highway safety issue (2) would score 4 overall. 
If a case scores 3 or more, an investigation will take place, and the case will progress to Tier 2. There may be negotiations as part of the initial investigation, to remedy the breach.



	Low Harm – 1 point
	Medium harm – 2 points
	Significant harm – 3 points

	Unauthorised signage and advertisements
	Unauthorised development that would adversely affect the character and appearance of a conservation area or the setting of a listed building
	Unauthorised works to a listed building or ancient monument

	Unauthorised telecommunications equipment or satellite dishes on residential dwellings
	Development of poor-quality housing, including large houses of multiple occupancy, flat conversions and residential use of outbuildings
	Development/changes of use with serious implications upon the continued health and wellbeing of the public in Stafford or Cannock.

	Unauthorised fences, walls and gates
	Unauthorised telecommunications equipment not on a dwelling
	Large scale development where a serious impact is felt over a wide area

	Any breach of planning control which is temporary in nature
	Breaches of planning conditions that result in harm to general amenity
	Unauthorised works in progress to a tree protected by a tree preservation order or tree within a conservation area

	Untidy land
	Residential extensions that do not benefit from permitted development rights 
	

	
Minor breaches of planning control that result in no harm to amenity

	
Breaches of planning control that result in harm to general amenity
	



	Descriptor
	0
	1
	2

	Is the breach in a conservation area?
	No
	Yes
	

	Is the breach in the greenbelt?
	No
	Yes
	

	Has the untidy land been causing an issue for more than 6 months?
	No
	Yes
	

	Does this require a site visit to determine the extent, prominence, scope or scale of the breach?
	No
	
	
Yes

	Is there a highway safety issue?
	No
	
	Yes

	Is there a tree preservation order breach? 
	No
	Yes
	

	Is this a statutory listed building?
	No
	Yes
	


Tier 2 – Expediency Assessment
If a breach is confirmed and negotiation does not resolve the issue, officers assess whether formal enforcement is expedient. This involves considering the level of planning harm caused and the likelihood of success if enforcement action is taken.

A breach that scores 3 (significant harm) in any area will usually proceed directly to enforcement. If no individual issue scores 3, but the total score is 4 or more, enforcement is likely to be considered. If the cumulative score is 3 or below, no further action will normally be taken.
	Significant harm = 3 points
	There is a serious harmful impact on the built environment or a serious impact on public health or amenity. It is not considered that planning consent would be granted. 

	Medium harm = 2 points
	There is some impact on the built environment or some impact on public health or amenity. In cases where there is medium harm in some instances planning consent may not be granted. However, insufficient harm is caused by the development to warrant formal action. This will be based on experience and the likelihood of success at appeal of any enforcement proceedings.

	Low harm = 1 point
	There is a small impact on the built environment or a small impact on public health or amenity. In these cases, planning permission would likely be granted.

	No harm = 0 points
	There is no harm.





8. Prioritisation and Timescales
To make the best use of available resources, enforcement cases are prioritised based on the potential harm caused. Each case is assigned a priority rating, which determines how quickly an investigation, which may include a site visit, will be carried out.
	Priority
	Type of breach
	Timescale for investigation

	Priority 1 – High
	Serious harm or potential for irreversible damage, e.g.:
· Works to listed buildings (demolition/alteration/disrepair)
· Demolition or significant development in a conservation area
· Works to trees covered by a Tree Preservation Order or in a Conservation Area
· Development causing serious and immediate/irreparable harm, particularly to protected ecology or causing serious danger to the public
	1-2 working days

	Priority 2 - Medium
	Development in progress that may cause harm or become immune from enforcement, e.g.:
· Operational development already in progress causing medium level of harm impacting upon the wider area
· Development where potentially immune from enforcement within 6 months
· Development causing serious harm to amenity
· Breaches of condition/non compliance with approved plans causing serious harm to amenity
	10 working days

	Priority 3 – Lower
	Development complete, but causing some harm or minor breaches of conditions, e.g.:
· Operational development already in progress causing a lower level of harm than priority 2 and only to the immediate area
· Changes of use resulting in some harm to amenity
· Advertisements (other than flyposting)
· Breaches of condition/non-compliance with approved
· Plans causing non-serious harm to amenity
	15 working days

	Priority 4 – Low
	Minor breaches or untidy land issues, including:
· Changes of use resulting in no harm to amenity
· Untidy land (other than where comes under Environment & Health legislation)

	20 working days



After the investigation, we aim to provide a response or update within 10 working days.
9. How Breaches Are Resolved
When a breach of planning control is confirmed, the enforcement team will consider a range of actions depending on the nature of the breach and the level of harm caused. These options include:
· No further action: Where the breach is minor, technical, or not causing harm.
· Further investigation: Where more evidence or site visits are needed to assess the breach.
· Negotiation: Informal contact with the owner to resolve the breach voluntarily.
· Invite a retrospective planning application: Where permission might be granted to regularise the development.
· Formal enforcement action: Where harm is significant or where negotiation has failed.
10. Enforcement Tools and Powers
The following is a list of some of the enforcement tools that may be used where it is considered proportionate and in the public interest:
	Type of Enforcement Action
	When we may use it
	What it does

	Section 330 Notice



	Where it appears to the Council that a breach of planning control has occurred
	Enables the Council to obtain information such as the name and address of any person with an interest in land and the start and end date of any use and the name and address of any person who has used the land for that purpose.

	Planning Contravention Notice


	Where it appears to the Council that a breach of planning control has occurred
	Enables the Council to require information about ownership and interest in land and ask specific bespoke questions relevant to the investigation of the suspected breach of planning control. 
A failure to complete or return a notice within 21 days is an offence, as is providing false or misleading information on the notice

	Temporary Stop Notice


	Where it appears to the Council that a breach of planning control has occurred

	A temporary stop notice can require an activity to cease or reduce or minimise the level of activity for a period of up to 56 days. The “immediate” cessation of activities should allow for the shutting down and making safe of an activity
A temporary stop notice may not prohibit the use of a building as a dwelling house.
Temporary Stop Notice can now be issued in respect of suspected breaches of Listed building control.

	Enforcement Warning Notice


	Where it appears to the Council that a breach of planning control has occurred
	Where a local planning authority considers that unauthorised development has a reasonable prospect of being acceptable in planning terms, it can issue an enforcement warning notice. The notice will set out the matters that appear to be a breach of planning control and state that, unless an application is made by a specified date, further enforcement action may be taken.
The issue of an enforcement warning notice constitutes taking enforcement action for the purposes of section 171B of the Town and Country Planning Act 1990.

	Enforcement Notice and Listed Building Enforcement Notices
	An Enforcement Notice should only be issued where the local planning authority is satisfied that it appears to them that there has been a breach of planning control and it is expedient to issue a notice, taking into account the provisions of the development plan and any other material considerations.
	Specifies the reason(s) for it’s service, the steps required to remedy the breach, the date it takes effect and the timeframe for compliance. 

There is a right of appeal against an Enforcement Notice.

Non-compliance with the requirements of an extant Enforcement Notice is an offence.

The requirements of an Enforcement Notice run in perpetuity with the land upon which it is served.



	Stop Notice
	Where a breach of planning control
is causing very serious harm to public amenity and the environment and this harm could not be removed or alleviated by the imposition of conditions on a planning permission, the Council will consider a Stop Notice (after the service of an Enforcement Notice) in cases where urgent action is necessary to bring about a
cessation of a relevant activity before the expiry of the period of compliance of the related Enforcement Notice.
	The Stop Notice will refer to the Enforcement Notice to which it relates, specify the activity or activities that are required to cease, and the date that it takes effect.

	Breach of Condition Notice
	Where the breach of planning control relates to non-compliance with a condition on a planning permission or a limitation on a deemed planning permission has been exceeded, the Council will consider the expediency of serving a Breach of Condition Notice.
	The Breach of Condition Notice will specify the steps required to comply with the condition(s) or limitation(s), the date that it takes effect and the time period for compliance.

There is no right of appeal against a Breach of Condition Notice

	Section 215 Notice (Untidy Land Notice)
	In cases where the amenity of an area is adversely affected by the condition of land or buildings, the Council will consider the expediency of serving a Notice under s.215 of the Town and Country Planning Act 1990.
	The Notice will specify the steps required to be taken to remedy the condition of the land or buildings, the time period within which the steps must be taken and the date that it takes effect.

There is a right of appeal against a Section 215 Notice to the Magistrates Court

	Prosecution
	The Council will consider commencing a prosecution in the Courts against any person who has failed to comply with the requirement(s) of any of the following Notices where the date for compliance has passed and the requirements have not been complied with
(i) Enforcement Notice 
(ii) Listed Building Enforcement Notice Conservation Area Enforcement Notice Breach of Condition Notice
(iii) Section 215 Notice 
(iv) Stop Notice 
The Council will also consider commencing a prosecution in the Courts where: 
a) unauthorised works have been carried out to trees subject to a Tree Preservation Order, or in a designated Conservation Area 
b) an advertisement is being displayed without the necessary consent and the Council’s request to remove it within a specified timescale has been declined or ignored
c) unauthorised works have been carried out to a Listed Building 
d) unauthorised demolition has taken place in a Conservation Area 
e) the recipient of a Planning Contravention Notice has failed to provide a response within the prescribed time period or has supplied false or misleading information
	Before commencing any legal proceedings the Council will be satisfied that there is sufficient evidence to offer a realistic prospect of conviction and that the legal proceedings are in the public interest.

	Injunction
	Where an Enforcement Notice has not been complied with and a prosecution is not considered expedient or previous prosecution(s) have failed to remedy the breach of planning control, the Council will consider applying to the Courts for an injunction. Such action will only normally be considered if the breach is particularly serious and is causing, or likely to cause, exceptional harm.
	Stop unauthorised works from being carried out.

	Direct Action
	Where any steps required by an Enforcement Notice have not been taken within the compliance period (other than the discontinuance of the use of land), the Council will consider whether it is expedient to exercise its power under s.178 of the Town and Country Planning Act 1990 (as amended)
	The Council can enter the land and take the steps to remedy the breach; and recover from the person who is then the owner of the land any expenses reasonably incurred by them in doing so.



Each case is assessed on its own merits. Any action must be proportionate to the harm caused. In all cases, the councils will follow the relevant legal processes and offer the right to appeal where applicable.
11. Unauthorised Encampment
The travelling community can experience difficulties finding an approved place to stay. This means that sometimes they stop on land without permission, including highway verges and lay-bys. This Council’s approach is based on preventing unlawful occupation of land. 
Encampments on Council land will result in legal proceedings to evict the travellers. In the case of highway land, such as verges and lay-bys, the matter will be taken up with Staffordshire County Council, which is the local highway authority.
Trespassing on land is a civil matter, with prevention of trespass being the responsibility of the landowner. Landowners will need to seek appropriate legal advice in these circumstances.


12. Proactive Monitoring
In addition to responding to complaints, the enforcement team will proactively monitor a sample of developments to check compliance with approved plans and conditions. This helps to ensure that development is taking place as expected and supports early intervention where needed.

Monitoring will be informed by building control data and site visits, with a random sample of permissions reviewed regularly.
13. Customer Service and Complaints
We aim to deliver a fair and responsive enforcement service. If you feel that we have handled a case well, we welcome your feedback.

If you are unhappy with how a case has been dealt with, please contact the officer handling the matter in the first instance. If your concerns are not resolved, you may use the council’s formal complaints process. Complaints about the outcome of a planning decision will not normally be revisited unless new evidence has come to light.
14. Equality and Human Rights
Planning enforcement decisions must be taken with regard to the Human Rights Act 1998 and the Equality Act 2010. We will consider the effect of any proposed action on the rights and circumstances of those affected. This includes ensuring that decisions do not discriminate and take account of protected characteristics such as age, disability, race, religion or belief, sex, and gender reassignment.

Where appropriate, we will also consider how action may affect family life, home, and the peaceful enjoyment of property.
15. Reviewing This Policy
This joint policy will be reviewed periodically to ensure it remains up to date and reflects any changes in law, guidance or operational arrangements. Future updates may include changes to timescales, decision-making processes or how resources are shared between the two councils.
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