
 
 

Pathfinders Final Report 
 

Executive Summary  

 
Before our awareness of the DLUHC Pathfinder opportunity, we had already recognised 
the risks in the way we administered our S106 cases. We knew we needed to have our 
S106 intelligence (held in multiple back-end systems) in one, accessible place. We had 
already used the Vanguard-method, which fully involves people in the process and 
ensures the customer experience is at the heart of any changes, to process map the 
existing (‘As Is’) against the ideal (‘To Be’) process.  
 
We knew that ideally, MasterGov, our existing development management system, 
provided by DEF, should be able to hold all the pertinent information in one place, so 
stakeholders could have full accessibility to information, with instant visibility. Planners, 
policy, enforcement, legal, finance, parks and housing teams (who had all been collating 
data and intelligence in separate varying databases) could use just one system going 
forwards – meaning we could guarantee accurate data on our S106 cases, housing 
statistics, internal audits and central Government’s Annual Infrastructure Funding 
Statement. Indeed, by developing DEF systems to store documents and manage the end-
to-end processes, with auditable documentation, we could produce precise reports, reduce 
risks consequences of lost revenue and increase transparency and efficiency. In addition, 
DEF could share this development with their existing and new users including County and 
District customers. 
 
Once we secured our BID, working with DEF we have recognised further modules can 
‘close the loop’ on our management of S106 projects and benefit other corporate projects 
at the same time. In addition, at the start of all development opportunities, the new HELAA 
(Housing and Economic Land Availability Assessment) information we must store and 
analyse can be moved into MasterGov too. 
 
Fortunately we have a close and amiable relationship with DEF, as we have the same aim 
to maximise the component / module use, make them intelligent and useful. This 
Pathfinder opportunity has allowed us to use and strengthen that relationship; together we 
have explored even more functionality than we first envisaged, e.g. the ability to link plot 
details across modules, to benefit even more services and citizens - as well as an 
automated API link between MasterGov and our CRM system. 
 
We will be using ‘Lean and Agile’ Software, to quantify time and financial savings from this 
process-review and resulting improvement work, as well as gauging the efficiencies in 
using a new HELAA and amended MasterGov project module (previously only available to 
County Councils). They are a small and dedicated company, who share our ethos in 
putting the customer experience at the heart of what we do. 
 
We will share details of all our improvements with our citizens, property developers and 
their agents, as well our other stakeholders and partner agencies. In addition, during the 
pandemic we forged stronger bonds with our district / county councils and our Chief 
Executive meets regularly with his peers, including political leaders, to celebrate and share 
intelligence on efficiencies and improvements. S106 improvements will be one of these! 

https://whatisthevanguardmethod.net/about-vanguard-method/
https://weareleanandagile.com/


 
 

Aim and desired outcome 

 

Aim 

 

To take our ‘To Be’ Section 106 Process and translate / develop this vision into reality, by 

making sure the process is efficient and delivers promptly to our citizens. 

 

Desired Outcome 

 

To exploit our planning system, MasterGov, to store and manage the end-to-end 

processes with auditable documentation in one repository, proving instant visibility, 

transparency and access to all old and new users of the system. 

 

That other departments would also use this system, who previously contributed to the 

process via separate databases and/or excel spreadsheets. This would include: Legal, 

Housing, Finance, Planning Policy, Compliance and Housing Teams. 

 

Assist with the HELAA, as this is linked to our review of Local Plan and moves our ‘end-to-

end’ process back to the very beginning again. 

 

Our risk would be mitigated, ensuring that all Section 106 commuted sums were identified 

and monitored adding value to our communities and the facilities they could benefit from. 

 

Summary 

 

We have a costed and phased delivery plan signed off with our systems supplier. 

 

Our end-to-end application times will be reduced, developers will get speedier decisions 

and be able to start on sites earlier, ultimately providing housing / community facilities 

quicker, aiding those in need. 

 

Opportunities 

 

All MasterGov existing users (District and County) will have the opportunity to benefit from 

the development work we have commissioned. These can be promoted at DEF’s Base 

Camp which is a community of users where Q&As / best practice / news forum is shared – 

plus their annual user group meeting. 

 

The Policy Module that is being totally revised to incorporate our HELAA ‘To Be’ process 

map will be available for all to purchase. 

 



 
We are more than happy to share our ‘To Be’ processes, whether they are DEF customer 

or not. 

 

Making the change (the activities and ways of working used)  

 

Baseline data worked with 

 

Our Vanguard-approach used data to develop clean, and wherever possible, automated 

‘To Be’ processes, decreasing duplication/hand-offs, using: 

 

1. Seven back-office spreadsheet records, all holding similar S106 data, from different 

stages in the process but all in different ways 

2. Details of the end-to-end journey times for the past five years of S106 applications, 

(so we can gauge success of this project by comparing data in future) 

3. Assessing justified negative customer feedback for S106 cases, to pinpoint system 

failures and ensuring improvements are addressing these. 

 

Key tasks and Activities undertaken 

 

We produced a high-level Project Initiation Document with associated Project Plan, taking 

our ‘One Team’ approach and ‘Target Operating Model’, designed to bring together 

various staff, regardless of their reporting lines, to deliver a seamless process; we: 

 

• met personally with every staff member who ‘touches’ a S106 application and asked 

them about their ‘journey’ and improvement suggestions, to inform the review 

• listed the ‘blue-sky’ changes we would like from MasterGov, passed these to DEF, 

to review, before meeting them to discuss the viability of each one.  

• met with DEF development team weekly in the early stages, to discuss which of our 

desired changes should be done and where they sit in the project plan / be 

prioritised  

• provided DEF with a HELAA specification for a new module and then workshopped 

the development together – leading to an amendment of an existing module, rather 

than the need for a new one 

• agreed with DEF to take a four-stage approach for all development / testing and 

review – ensuring we have regular reviews on the journey and quarterly sign-offs. 

 

How we worked together and with suppliers to achieve this 

 

Prior to this pathfinder, we already had a great relationship with our supplier DEF and 

Graeme, their Commercial Director. This has always felt like a partnership rather than a 

customer / client relationship. So when this opportunity came up, we reached out to DEF 

immediately to see if they would be happy coming on this journey with us. They jumped at 

the opportunity. 



 
 

 

We have used this opportunity to meet regularly and explore changing our start point for 

the end-to-end improvements back a step, to include our HELAA records.  

 

When we workshopped adding a new module into MasterGov, DEF (who could have just 

delivered what we asked them for), really took the time to understand what it was we were 

trying to achieve and worked with us to advise how we could instead further develop their 

Policy Module instead. This is a supplier actually exploring all possibilities and not just 

taking the development monies. 

 

We have their commitment to work together to achieve our joint aims; we talk as and when 

we need to, however have scheduled meetings every four weeks throughout the next nine 

months, to: 

➢ jointly assess the project plan,  

➢ judge both of our performance to date,  

➢ plan the next steps,  

➢ ensure we are engaging the right stakeholders at the right stage and  

➢ both sharing our learning with each other and peers / other users.  

 

Meeting the five Core Principles of the Local Digital Declaration  

 

a. redesign our services around the needs of the people using them 

 

We had six services (outside of Development Management) using multiple backend 

systems, none of which talked to each other. We knew we had duplicated information and 

could not provide accurate or aligned real time data. We also had been criticised for the 

delays in our S106 cases and knew we risked not achieving funds for our communities – 

we needed to make serious improvements. 

 

We used the Vanguard method of process-review, which pioneers using the people who 

are involved in suggesting improvements and focussing on the user. We put our 

customers, agents, residents and communities at the heart of all our changes and 

challenged ourselves at every point on the process, asking “…how does this change add 

value to the customer / process”. 

 

b. break our dependence on inflexible and expensive technology that doesn’t 

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

standards 

 

Because planning is complex (numerous stakeholders, reports needing accurate data, 

high public profile and expectations) we needed a much simpler way than seven different 

unlinked repositories to manage S106 data and finances into one source.  



 
 

We were using old Access databases and Excel spreadsheets and none of this data 

matched others. 

 

We have the opportunity to combine all this information in one place, where MasterGov not 

only holds everything we need (we stripped out the waste data we were collecting) but 

also allows us to run real-time reports on any aspects, to suit all our reporting 

requirements. All stakeholders not only get to see where an application ‘is at’, they can 

fully appreciate the part they play in the success of the overall application and outcomes. 

 

In addition, whilst working with DEF on this project, they have recognised the value in 

them developing a linked ‘plot based’ intelligence across a number of the MasterGov 

modules. This development means we can bring in other services (also using outdated 

collation measurements), like Street Naming and Numbering and Building Control – which 

all link and will ultimately improve the customer’s S106 experience.   

 

c. design safe, secure and useful ways of sharing information to build trust 

among our partners and citizens 

 

Having all information in one secure system, with protocols in place to ensure that the right 

person, sees the right information at the right time. Triggers and alerts are being built in 

too, to ensure our end-to-end process times are reduced and the service is quicker and 

slicker for all. This will also allow our customers and developers to have visibility on the 

Section 106 / application journey and ultimately linked to the deliverables. 

 

d. demonstrate digital leadership, creating the conditions for genuine 

organisational transformation 

 

Our BID to DLUHC was fully supported by our Senior Management Team, who recognised 

the opportunity and fully endorse business transformation. Every Team Manager and staff 

member with a stake hold in this process have been integral in the process-change 

journey and have contributed to suggestions of digital improvements the initial project 

team could not have envisaged. 

 

By our close working with DEF on this project, we identified a further digital improvement 

which could transform additional council services outside this project. Again, this would 

involve them working in MasterGov rather than on paper / in a spreadsheet etc. We 

approached managers and staff in these additional services, explained the benefits of the 

DEF digital solutions and have had their buy-in now to add these transformations into the 

end of this project. 

 

e. 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 

 

This pathfinder has been a fabulous opportunity to hear about other development 

opportunities, here at North Devon we were particularly interested to hear about Power BI 

developments. We were and are happy to share any intelligence we have gained from this 

experience. We have also worked with other authorities who aren’t part of this pilot 

scheme from Leeds and our neighbour authority Torridge. DEF will be sharing the new 

facility of plot-management they’re developing with us to all users and we will jointly share 

our learning on Def’s ‘basecamp’ user forum. 

 

Outcomes (what happened as a result of the pilot?)  

 

What is / would be different now for Council Staff 

 

Our Council staff from seven teams will be working from one system 

 

They have a much greater understanding of the Section 106 Process end-to-end and not 

just their element of the process. 

  



 
 

What is / would be different now for Applicants 

 

Applicants, agents and developers will have real time information on where their 

application is within the system. They will have decisions issued more quickly and 

communities will receive auditable funding they are expecting, in a timely way. 

 

Lessons learned 

 

f. Challenges to overcome (eg people/skill shortages/ knowledge gaps) 

 

The 12-week timeframe was a little bit of a concern once we’d been notified that our BID 

has been successful (to be perfectly honest we weren’t expecting to be), but once we 

established we didn’t actually have to have everything delivered just the concept and 

agreement with our suppliers this could be delivered, we relaxed into the process. The 

updates were quite intensive. 

 

g. Guidance and support that would have helped 

 

The support we received from Chantelle was fabulous, we felt we were in a safe pair of 

hands to guide us through the 12 weeks. 

 

h. Surprises and other reflections 

 

It is amazing at how much you can get done with an injection of cash and a tight timeline, 

this was agile working at its best. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Next Steps as a result of this work 

 

We are in the delivery phase of Phase 1, but have two others to deliver after that. 

 

User acceptance training is scheduled for our new users, to try and break the system and 

identify all of its flaws. 

 

DEF are continuing to develop their MasterGov modules to incorporate linked plots into 

other modules and us, as well as other councils / users will benefit from this 

 

We have two new services to include in further digital transformation projects (Street 

Naming and Numbering and Building Control), who are keen to work more joined-up within 

the S106 and other joint workstreams. 



 
Potential implications for future policy and/or process improvements 

 

a. Longer-term changes (if any) expected as a result of this work 

 

 

 

A joined-up approach associated with community changes and service-delivery; we 

envisage a collaboration, where when we check build status for new homes for S106 

purposes and update DEF systems, these ‘talk’ to our other services’ systems. We can 

ensure we have street naming in place, have bins delivered just before residents move in 

and have Council Tax records ready to go.  



 
 

Appendix 

Our Section 106 ‘To Be’ Process Map 
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Issues that North Devon Council needed to address 

 

The Section 106 Process was a Risk for NDC 

 

The council’s confidence in the validity of their data wasn’t as high as they would have 

liked 

 

The data was coming from various, unlinked, backend solutions 

 

So many of the ‘As Is’ processes were manual, with multiple handoffs, duplications, 

opportunities for error and a lack of overall ownership 

 

The ‘To Be’ processes identified numerous, automated, efficiencies but no capacity or 

capability to make these changes now. 

 

This pathfinder gave them the opportunity to accelerate the progress of this vital piece of 

work. 

 

 
  



 
 

Planned Outcomes 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Outcomes

Centralised
Repository S106 & 
HELAA Data with 
Real Time Access

Customers see an 
improved end to 

end time for 
applications

Communities 
benefit from the 

collection & 
allocation of all 
agreed S106 

Monies

Collaboration with 
DEF sharing 

improvements to 
other LPAs

Process Mapping 
Software Used for 
Future DM Review 
which calculates 

£/Human 
Resource

Possible other 
learning 

opportunities & 
new LPA 

Relationships



 
 

Unplanned Benefits 

Developing a detailed Housing & Economic Land Availability Assessment 

Specification 
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