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Executive Summary

Aim and desired outcome
Our project focused on exploring & implementing solutions around Tree Preservation Orders
(TPO’s). This included making it easier to find information, and making the application
process simpler for customers wanting to carry out works to protected trees, or trees in
Conservation Areas.

We recognised the opportunity for customers to be able to access information and submit an
application without needing support from council officers. This could benefit both the council,
and our customers.

Summary
During 21/22 we received over 800 applications to carry out works to trees. We also receive
around 1000 enquiries each year about constraints affecting trees and requests for copies of
Tree Preservation Orders.

Prior to this project, customers could already see if the tree/s are protected by using our
interactive map. However, they then needed to contact us to request a copy of the relevant
Order, which we would normally send by email within 5 working days. An application could
then be submitted via the Planning Portal or email/post.

The focus of this work was on trees located on private property eg residential gardens and
assisting the owners with identifying constraints and understanding whether an application/
consent would be needed.

We have now designed a ‘one stop shop’ for submitting applications where customers
depend on minimal/no input from Council officers. Our website has been updated and:

- Customers can download a copy of a TPO from our interactive map
- Customers can follow a link to our newly created application form

Opportunities
Our aim was to create a better process that other Councils could adopt. As many of our
customers are landscaping companies and tree surgeons, we hope they will share their
experience of our process with the other Councils they work with.
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https://www.sevenoaks.gov.uk/info/20013/planning_applications/282/apply_for_planning_permission/2
https://maps.sevenoaks.gov.uk/planning/
https://maps.sevenoaks.gov.uk/treeapplication/


Making the change

Baseline data worked with

● Detailed information about protected trees was previously only available on request.
● 2600 records stored on our Document Management system are now available to

view online
● More than 1000 requests per year for access to and copies of the information were

received

Key tasks and Activities undertaken

- Our in-house GIS team modified the interactive map so that when a TPO is identified
the customer can view and download the TPO document. This was an extensive
piece of work which required the documents being moved from the IDOX document
management system to a web-based platform. All documents and associated files
had to be checked for sensitivity and relabelled for publication.

- An option has been created which allows an application to be submitted via our own
online form. This will cover applications for Works to a protected tree (WTPO) or
Works to Trees in a Conservation Area (WTCA).

- The online application form was created by the GIS team and extensively tested
internally and externally over a number of weeks on a variety of platforms. The form
was adapted as appropriate following feedback from testers.

- The interactive web form has mapping centred on the location of the tree selected by
the customer.

- The customer can either click on a TPO if there’s one on the map, which pulls
through data that exists already on the form. If it’s a WTCA then no data exists and
the customer can complete the form themselves, with some mapping functionality
allowing them to place one or many trees they are proposing works to.

- Geoprocessing can indicate if the trees are in a Conservation Area. If not, they can
be informed that permission is not required.

- Applications will be registered and acknowledged within an average of 5 working
days with applicants who provide a mobile number being able to receive text updates
on progress

- Work is still ongoing to enable applications to download into Uniform and IDOX
overnight to reduce manual registration.

How we worked together and with suppliers to achieve this
IDOX carried out consultancy work which enabled us to move TPO documents from the
IDOX Document Management System to a web browser which we in turn linked to our
interactive map.

Meeting the 5 Core Principles of the Local Digital Declaration
We have created an intuitive online process for customers to retrieve information and
documents and submit an application at a time convenient to them. This has already
reduced the number of requests from customers for information about Trees.
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We recognise the need for customers to have access to information on demand. This project
has expanded the functionality of our already comprehensive information available since
2019 on our interactive policies map. Customers can view and download documents relating
to Planning constraints without having to move to an external source or website.

The project has facilitated an improvement to the customer experience and demand,
responding to both customer and staff requests/feedback to streamline the process. It will
build capacity for officers

We have moved away from the reliance on paper and multiple interactions that slow down a
process. The redesigned process is efficient for all users, saving both time and money

Customers will have greater choice in how they wish to access information and submit an
application.

Applications will be registered more efficiently without repeat or unnecessary manual actions
being required by officers.

We have designed, created, and implemented an innovative and unique process benefitting
customers and officers which can be further adapted and enhanced to include a wider range
of applications and web-based forms.

We hope customers will share their experience of this service and other Councils will
recognise the benefits they can also achieve. The project has been supported by the
Strategic Management team and Portfolio Holder for Planning. Regular updates have been
provided to them and this can provide a benchmark for future projects

Outcomes - what is different now for Council Staff
Avoidable contact has therefore been reduced as Council staff no longer deal with requests
for information; instead they are signposting customers to our new online service. Our
website has been updated with information for customers and our customer service advisors
are also fielding/signposting enquiries previously directed to the Planning service.

Publicity has been shared with all residential and business addresses via the Spring edition
of In Shape magazine and will be updated when the Summer edition is published later in
June 2022.

Outcomes - What is now different for Applicants
Applicants can now take advantage of our online service. This will save them time and allow
them to source information and documents on demand. They will be able to submit an
application using our online service from mid-June 2022.

Applications can be submitted online using a computer, laptop or mobile device

Lessons learned
a. We have drawn on existing skills from staff fitting this work in around our day to day

work. Competing deadlines have been challenging but it has also been a valuable
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https://www.sevenoaks.gov.uk/downloads/file/3327/in_shape_121_-_spring_2022


learning experience.
b. It would have been useful to have had more input and suggestions from our software

supplier eg to both understand the limitations of the software/suggest better use of
existing options/learn from the experience of other users

Conclusions

Next Steps as a result of this work
We will build on this work to improve the process for submitting pre-application enquiries and
for reporting alleged breaches of Planning control via our website.

This functionality already exists but the experience of creating an intuitive online application
process for works to trees applications can be used to enhance the pre-application process
as well as the Enforcement breach reporting process.

We will measure the benefits through customer feedback and surveys. We will also be able
to measure the reduction in requests for information that would now be available online.
Applications are already validated within an average of 5 working days and responded to
within nationally set timescales.

Success could also be measured by seeing how many other local planning authorities
improve their process after following our work. We already share working practices and
processes with other authorities through various working groups and County wide peer
updates. Recognition and acknowledgement is important to us and in particular from our
peers.

Potential implications for future policy and/or process improvements

This work will be a useful template for future similar projects and will ensure we always
challenge the status quo and continue to improve.
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