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Part 1: Executive Summary  
 

1. Aim 
The aim of our Pathfinder submission was to explore automated NEC webform software to 
address inefficiencies and delays in Consultee Comment processing. 
 
The Planning for the Future White Paper identified the general planning process as opaque, 
inefficient, and reliant on documents rather than data. This is because “planning systems are 
reliant on legacy software that burden the sector with repetitive tasks.” Similarly, RIPA has 
found Officers feel that they are faced with a wall of data entry work before they can even 
begin actual planning work.   

Reviewing our own current Consultee comment webforms, we found duplication of effort and 
a reliance on manual data entry into back-office systems. This directly impacts our 
turnaround times leading to delays and, ultimately, to customer complaints. For customers, 
the delays are further compounded by a myriad of other frustrations including poor 
acknowledgement of receipt, an inadequate form that doesn’t allow them to comment 
appropriately and issues with fundamental case searching. 

The project reviewed the full end-to-end Consultee comment processes and procedures and 
identified 14 effective changes that can be made to improve the overall process. These 
included user-friendly guidance by design, automated backend processing and enhanced 
communication so that customers feel included in the process. This will reduce customer 
dissatisfaction, will reduce complaints and enquiries, and will reduce the time taken to 
process comments for administrative staff and officers. 
 

2. Summary 
Implementing the changes will have a profound effect for customers and officers. Our 

customers will be provided with effective search capability and user-friendly forms as well 

useful advice and guidance to assist with comment submissions. Additionally, in-house our 

officers will have a reduced workload in terms of more streamlined processing and a 

reduction in unnecessary duplication and inefficient backend processing. 

 

3. Opportunities 
We learnt a lot from the project and identified five key findings that can be scaled up, not 

only as part of our own NEC Planning system but also to other system developments as 

well. These included improvements in automation, reduction in manual effort, customer sign 

up, minimisation of email/letters and a single unified approached to data entry. 

 

 



Part 2: Making the change 

  

1. Baseline data worked with 
To begin with we conducted two surveys to gather data on the specifics of where the issues 

were that needed to be addressed: 

 

Local Residents Survey 
A survey was conducted consisting of 170 participants which found that those commenting 
on applications were, for the most part, commenting on neighbouring properties. Most were 
unfamiliar with the process, expressing concern that their lack of expertise would reduce the 
effectiveness of their objections. The majority were dissatisfied with the existing facility for 
commenting, noting a lack of clarity on what is required, delays in uploading their comments 
to the website, a lack of communication as well as key deficiencies in the comment form. 
Overall residents stated that they were unclear on what they need to do, were unable to 
comment as they wished, and felt ignored when they did provide comments. 

 
Local Authority Staff Survey 
A further discovery exercise with our local authority staff focussing on back-office processes 
highlighted core system deficiencies where staff were found to routinely duplicate effort 
updating multiple systems. They would conduct lengthy information searches for time critical 
tasks and were also adopting unnecessary workarounds. Overall, 69% of the staff consulted 
found that the current system seriously slowed their ability to work. While the customer 
service department and Planning Officers bear the brunt of the complaints and enquiries that 
result from a consultee commenting process that the customers find frustrating and unclear, 
it was also found that both the administrative staff and Officers also complained of manual 
consultee processing tasks that could easily be automated. 
 
A further exercise was conducted to outline the processes and procedures that underpinned 
the above issues. Notably, the information gathering on where the issues sat within the 
actual processing activities and how these related to the customer/officer data entry. This 
information was compiled by the project analysts and was used to determine the end to end 
system and user way of working activity process maps (see appendix c-e). 
 

2. Key tasks and Activities undertaken 
Initiation and Setup: 

• Identified key staff needed for the project 

• Determined responsibilities for info gathering work activities & technical advice 

• Set up the reporting and monitoring 

• Set up introductory meeting with supplier to run through cross over working, 

responsibilities, and Pathfinder reporting.  

Requirements and analysis:  

• Pulled together the discovery work from the local residents and local authority staff. 

• Overlayed info onto ‘to be’ models produced, covering the full end to end processes and 

procedures for the consultee response process. 

Initial Prototype review:  

• Workshopped the customer activities with the product and where changes/amendments 

could be introduced 

• Workshopped the back-end officer processing side to determine changes/amendments 

to the technical and functional aspects of the system. 



Outcomes;  

• Pulled all the outcomes of the prototype review work together and run through each 

stage with our teams to clarify and agree resolutions and changes.  

• Built the final ‘to be’ model overlaying changes as required (see appendix f-g). 

 

Overall, we identified 14 key changes which included, automation applied to give instant 

customer feedback, refined system searching and definitions as well as process changes to 

encourage users to create accounts to set up notifications (see appendix a). 

   

3. How we worked together and with suppliers to achieve this 
During the course of the project, we’ve worked closely with our officers, IT technical support 

staff and NEC in developing the forward solution. These were managed via workshops and 

regular communication channels; meetings, emails, one-to-one, MS team calls…etc. We 

also had regular weekly update meetings to cover the work and activities. Initially we worked 

with the Digital teams to pull together the discovery work to determine the details on 

customer issues. In parallel with this, the project team conducted interviews with officers and 

staff to determine internal processing methods and issues with the overall system. Our 

analysts ran a series of internal meetings to clarify the ‘to be’ models which were then 

provided to NEC. Following this we ran a series of workshops with NEC and our Planning, 

analyst, and technical staff to step through each stage of the process and identify 

opportunities for change and enhancements.    

 

4. Meeting the 5 Core Principles of the Local Digital Declaration 
1. Redesign services around the needs of the people using them: 

Running the discovery exercise on customer and local authority methods of working 

informed our key requirements. This then formed the basis of system review to 

determine how to re-design and configure the system to meet those specific needs. 

2. Breaking the dependence on inflexible and expensive technology that doesn’t join 

up effectively, in favour of modular common components and open data standards: 

A key part of the NEC system is the flexible data sets that conform to open 

standards, allowing transfer of data between multiple systems. 

3. Design safe, secure and useful ways of sharing information to build trust among our 

partners and citizens:  

The NEC system has fully compliant authentication methods which conforms to local 

Harrow security and legislative standards. Single Sign On (SSO) technology will give 

our users a simple one login method to get to information safely and efficiently. 

4. Demonstrate digital leadership, creating the conditions for genuine organisational 

transformation; with this project we have concentrated effort on identifying core 

change requirements that are easily transferrable to other modules within the overall 

system architecture. 

5. Embed an open culture that values, incentivises and expects working in the open 

wherever we can, sharing our plans and experience, working collaboratively with 

other organisations, and reusing good practice; a main component of the work 

carried out was to determine a set of take-away values and ideas that can be shared 

outside the project. In addition to this we are working closely with other councils to 

pass on our best practices and lessons learned to create more open working 

relationships. 



Part 3: Outcomes  

1. What changes we can put in place, and how this will benefit our 

customers and staff 
We found that our Council Staff would spend an average 80mins processing Consultee 

responses and by introducing the changes to the processing, acknowledgement, and 

publishing methods we estimate this can be reduced to 50 min per application which would 

have a significant impact in terms of reducing waiting times and backlogs. For our Applicants 

we anticipate a similar return, streamlining the search, form filling and submission processes 

we can bring down the whole process from 30min to 15min, which will greatly improve the 

service provided to our customers, reducing the overall difficulties and frustrations.   

 

2. Lessons learned 
We identified a number of key lessons learnt during this project: 

1. Process Analysis; doing a deep dive into how staff conduct work is a useful exercise 

in identifying pain points, duplication of effort and low value work. 

2. System Analysis; initially the focus of the project was on improvements with the 

technology on offer, however, it was also essential to look at the non-application 

processes, for example, email exchange, phone calls and physical letters …etc, 

which also identified areas for improvement. 

3. Customer Feedback; gathering regular customer feedback is essential in identifying 

where change should be focussed. This is also true for internal council staff who 

work with the system daily and are experts on where the problems are and where 

changes should be made. 

4. Automate Acknowledgements; applying automated acknowledgements lets 

customers know their form submissions have been accepted, along with a time 

stamp of when they were sent through. This reduces frustration for customers and 

eradicates the need to remove unnecessary re-submissions.  

5. Reduce Manual Data Entry; automating data entry points on form fields as much as 

possible, such as introducing selection boxes, reduces incorrect information and form 

rejections. This also greatly reduces the need for unnecessary clarifications with 

customers ultimately reducing additional work and bottlenecks.  

6. Customer Sign Up; offering self-serve facilities and encouraging customers to sign up 

to notifications gives them better control and access to relevant information. This will 

mitigate customer complaints in relation not being informed of specific Applications in 

their area as well as time spent searching for Applications. 

7. Minimise email/letters; minimising the option to send emails and letters unless 

absolutely necessary saves time re-typing data into the system and reduces 

clarification correspondence with customers, speeding up the processing time. 

8. One system approach (unified DMS); by having a single unified system reduces 

duplication of effort having to re-key in indexing information in multiple systems and 

provides better and more rich sharable data.  

 

  



Part 4: Conclusions 
The next steps as a result of this work will be for us to update our methods and procedures 

ready for the Assure Implementation. We have already started this work in other areas and 

aim to work with NEC to finalise this work in line with the overall implementation. For NEC 

the aim will be to review their system offering and enhance their product to incorporate the 

changes identified during this project. 

 

Overall, this project will prove a great benefit for our customers and officers in providing 

more efficient and streamlined methods of working. Framing the project around Planning 

Application Data and the core principles of Local Digital Declaration provided a sound focus 

to build a workable solution. And this not only assessed the needs of customers and officers 

but also took into consideration how technology and systems can be adapted and merged 

into a usable and scalable solution which will benefit Harrow and other councils. 

  



Appendix A: identification of issues  
 

 
 

 

Appendix B:  breakdown of resolutions 
 

 

  

Step Change title Relates to Description Summary System Process

1 Notification Customers Customers complain of not receiving application notifications 

2 Search Customers Customer find searching difficult  

3 Access to documents Customers Full size documents can be difficult to download 

4 Application history Customers Access to previous information is not readily available 

5 Comment limitations Customers Customers complain of character limitations and ability to add attachments 

6 Customer knowledge Customers Customers need more information on process 

7 Acknowledgements Customers Customers complain that the system doesn't provide any feedback to indicate comments have been received 

8 Email comments Officers Email comments take time to load into the system. 

9 Acknowledgement delay Officers Takes time to send back reciept notification to customer. 

10 Acknowledgement date Customer Receipt date is fixed to system upload timing not submission. 

11 Addressing Officers Partial addressing creates duplication and inaccuracies in database 

12 Comment not appearing Officers System sometimes doesn't show comment publically which requires manual update. 

13 User accounts Customers Customers complain of not being made aware of applications in their area 

14 Duplication Officers Officers complain of having to duplicate information in two systems 

Step Change title Relates to Resolution System Process

1 Notification Customers Automation 

2 Search Customers Refined system searching & definition  

3 Access to documents Customers This will be dependant on the customers broadband connectivity, but preview of documents are available. 

4 Application history Customers System can integrate planning history, GIS data and 3d models for customer access 

5 Comment limitations Customers Character limits can be increased and allow attachments


6 Customer knowledge Customers Advice and info to be added into forms 

7 Acknowledgements Customers Automation to send back receipt notification 

8 Email comments Officers Customers will be encouraged to upload via forms


9 Acknowledgement delay Officers Automation to send back receipt notification 

10 Acknowledgement date Customers Automation to send back receipt notification with timestamp of when submitted 

11 Addressing Officers System change to direct customers to select addresses prior to option to manually input 

12 Comment not appearing Officers Option to make 'public' available in system. 

13 User accounts Customers Process change to encourage users to create an account for saved searches and notifications 

14 Duplication Officers Remove reliance on weak integration between DMS and Processing Application 



 

Appendix C:  process mapping customer comments 
 

 
 

  



Appendix D:  process mapping customer comments/objections & 

website updates 
 

 
 

  



Appendix E:  process mapping customer comments via post/email 
 

 
  



Appendix F:  process mapping customer comments on a planning 

application, resolutions 
 

 
 

 

  



Appendix G:  process mapping customer comments/objections & 

website updates - resolutions 
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