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Name of Project

Masterplan Consent Tracking Project
Name of entering council/s

Thames-Coromandel District Council
Category
Building Organisational Capability
1.
The Rationale for the Project and Expected Benefits

Back in 2005, the Thames Coromandel District Council (TCDC) began investigating ways to introduce improvements to the management of its District Plan.  This was brought about because the District Plan was quite complex and many of our stakeholders were unable to ‘get their head around it.’  This coupled with staff turnover drove us to find alternative and better solutions.  
After three years, we have implemented a system, which provides access to property mapping, and land use information for planners, developers, and members of the community.  
The system has been specifically designed to provide a complete on-line planning system comprised of two key components:  
1. A database version of Council’s District Plan, which can be interrogated internally and publicly via Councils website
2. An on-line viewing tool, which allows users to track the progress of their application in real time on a 24/7 basis
The Planning System has the following benefits:
· vastly improved customer service

· significant business process improvements

· clear information that is provided quickly

· reduced cost of doing business with Council

· reduced timeframes for getting applications approved

· reduced risks in planning and development (e.g. legal battles)
· better and clearer decision-making processes
Consent tracking is self-explanatory.  Anyone can see how his or her consent is progressing:  
· they can see it has been received and lodged

· they can follow its progress through the Council system

· they can track how many working days it has been (which seems to be extremely important to some)

· they can view the letter and documents associated with it (this stopped agents blaming Council for work they themselves had not done properly)

2.
Linkage to Council’s Strategic Direction

As part of our Council Vision, Mission, and Strategic Programme, we adhered to the following principle:  
Striving for Excellence

We are committed:

· to providing an environment that promotes excellence
· to continually improving the way we carry out our business
· to providing an environment which supports innovative solutions to the challenges we face
And one of our Strategic Programmes is:  
· an organisational development programme designed to ensure that Council has a staff and governance structure that has the necessary knowledge and skills to deliver the highest level of service
These were key drivers for approving the project.  
3.
Project Planning

We travelled to Australia, which was where our technology supplier, Infomaster, was based.  And, saw for ourselves how the system worked.  We then scoped the project; taking into consideration our RMA is far more complex than its Australian equivalent.  We prepared a business case and evaluated the parameters such as cost, staff required etc.  We got Senior Management and Council approval and set up the project team.  We ensured we had the resources.  We organised cover for the staff seconded to the project, and we set realistic timeframes allowing for holidays, sickness, and project burnout.  We had milestones and mini-celebrations with a decent dinner when we completed it.  
4.
Project Management

We used the following fundamental project management processes:  
Scoping - This had to be carefully thought through, as we did not want to start something that would eventually fall into the ‘too hard’ basket.  This planning was the key.  
Budgeting - this was easy, we had the money and we locked all parties into a milestone payment deal.  
Staff Resources - we had some excellent suitably qualified and motivated staff (without whom it may well have ended up in aforementioned basket)
Realistic Targets - Ghant charts and milestones:  We stuck to these as much as possible but were mindful of the issues that cropped up.  
An Issues Register - accuracy was the key element.  There was no point meeting all the other parameters if the information supplied was incorrect.  This was the hardest part and naturally involved most of our time, especially creating rules, links, and testing them.  For example, we had to make sure a property in a flood zone was identified as such and the rules associated with floods were connected to it.  
Ongoing Maintenance - we conducted regular project team meetings, weekly at first, then fortnightly, and once the project was primarily bedded down, we were able to stretch these out to monthly with the Project Manager keeping a regular eye on the staff and their progress. 
The Masterplan Enquirer Project, although complete, is ongoing as we tweak it for optimum performance.  
5.
Relationship Management and Communication with Stakeholders

We spent a great deal of time with our Australian supplier, Infomaster, ensuring they understood, and could deliver the product we were after.  
We spent a lot of time with the planners ensuring the product would do what they wanted.  They tested it thoroughly, and we made adjustments where and when necessary.  
We spent time with some of the Districts agents who also knew the Plan well and got them to test it.  Their feedback was invaluable.  
We got some members of the public to try it and overall their reaction was very positive.  It was much preferred to the hard copy.  
We have heard the courts are impressed although each judge has their own opinion.  
We went back to Infomaster with suggestions on how to improve the product and even as I type, they are working on a New Zealand planning assessment module and direct interactive printing.  
6.
Innovation and Originality

As far as we are aware, no one else in New Zealand has done what we have done.  Even in Australia, at the time we purchased it, only one council, Pittwater, Sydney, had Masterplan.  And they, along with Infomaster, had actually helped design the framework.  Because of the nature of the New Zealand planning system and the RMA, the Australian model had to be adapted significantly.  Without over emphasising our involvement we have taken the Australian model and enhanced it beyond even what they thought it would be used.  
Where else can you go on the web, look up a property, link it to an activity, such as building a water tower, and have it come back with all the local District Plan rules followed by a conclusion of Non-Complying, or Restricted Discretionary, or Permitted, etc. depending on how high you want it.  
7.
Evaluation Framework

When taking on the project we expected better returns and certainly value for money.  Although we do not have actual evidence for much of below, we have noticed the following:  
· We have fewer phone calls and desk enquiries asking about the District Plan rules.  
· We get fewer calls (a 40% drop) about the progress of a consent.  They can see the progress on the website.  
· We get fewer contentious consent applications and people saying, “I didn’t know I had to do that!"  "Where does it say that?”  “It is going to cost me heaps to change my plans.”
· The public save money because they do not pursue fruitless or potentially drawn out and expensive applications.  
· We have found we get more informed and better quality applications.  
· The planners are able to process non-notified consents significantly quicker, some weeks at 100% and rarely below 80% within the statutory 20-day timeframe.  
· The planners, customer services, and administration staff are not abused as much as they used to be.  Therefore, staff are a lot less stressed and staff-turnover in these areas has dropped.  
· The publicly available information associated with each consent application is on the web.  It is transparent so we get fewer time consuming LGOIMA requests.  
· Some out-of-district architects and agents have praised us for easily defining rules such as front yards, height, and day lighting.  
8.
Category Specific Criteria

The best way to see it work is to try it yourself.  
Go to our website www.tcdc.govt.nz.  On the front page at the bottom left, you will see our Masterplan Enquirer and Consent tracking modules.  Follow the instructions.  
For Masterplan Enquirer, I recommend you try to build a 12-metre high water tower (Housing Activity, Accessory Building) on 106 Ranfurly Road, Whangamata.  Then try an eight metre tower, and after that try one which is only seven metres high.  
For consent tracking, simply find a consent that was processed last week (in the left hand column), click on it, and check it out.  The statistics show the working days.  
The most significant impact it has had on the Planning and Building Teams is we are now able to concentrate on processing the consent in hand as opposed to answering innumerable questions and writing many further information requests.  These alone have dropped from one in two to one in five and the issues are technical as opposed to administrative.  
The electronic nature of the District Plan enables us to show changes which are about to be made.  They can be viewed beside the old version and when they are approved, they can be implemented immediately.  

For further information, please feel free to contact:  
Richard Foster

Business Support Manager

Thames-Coromandel District Council

07 868 0255











































