Case Study
Northamptonshire County Council

Key Facts
Customer: 

Northamptonshire County Council

No. of Technical Users: 

6

Solutions Implemented:
Opus Web Publishing System

Opus Content Management System

Upgrade from Opus2 to Opus3

Integration with iNovem e-Consultation system

Training

Hosting
Background
Northamptonshire County Council (NCC) required the provision of an online interactive mapping solution for the identification and interrogation of Planning Policies.  Global Mapping and its associate Blue Fox Technology successfully tendered for this provision. The Opus Web Publishing System provided the basis for the online interactive mapping solution. NCC Planning personnel were trained in the use of the Opus Content Management System (CMS) including the Document Publishing Module thereby giving NCC full management capabilities for both online Planning Policy maps and documents and the links between them.
The Business Requirement

The purpose of the project was to develop and deploy one of the 3 core components needed to help Northamptonshire County Council towards achieving the best possible e-Planning assessment by the Department of Communities and Local Government.

In addition to assessment benefits, it was hoped that the deliverables from the project would enable residents, businesses and stakeholders to view the details of the Council’s Planning Policies on the internet, so that they could determine what planning policies were applicable to both a specific geographical location, and in general within the wider jurisdiction of the council. Making this information more accessible would improve the council’s democratic accountability, as well as reducing the need for direct contacts with the Planning Policy team and thereby provide increased efficiencies.

The successful implementation of a technical solution would meet criteria 18, 19, 20 and 21 of the old Pendleton Criteria, and criteria 1.11 (DPDs viewed online), 1.2 (Interactive Proposals Map), 1.3 (IT based policy consultation), and Special Measure 1.1 (% of Representation received online) of the FY07/08 DCLG assessment criteria.
Attention was also given to the PARSOL Better Planning Standards recommendations for making the local planning policies available in both a textual format, and via interactive map tools, on the internet. Therefore Northamptonshire County Council needed to implement an online fully interactive Proposals Map, that would meet both of these requirements. In addition the system deployed online would need to interact with the council’s existing iNovem E-Consultation system.

It was envisaged that the solution would be provided by an online GIS system with the ability for Users to zoom in from a county wide picture down to an individual property using appropriate Ordnance Survey base mapping. Links would be provided between the policy areas depicted on the map and the full text of the relevant policies/proposals and vice versa. The user would need to be able to click on a specific location on the map and be able to find all policies that relate to that location. 

Finally the solution implemented needed to be able to utilise the existing supported MapInfo GIS technology at Northamptonshire County Council, to minimise additional training and infrastructure costs.
The Solution Implemented
NCC’s business requirements presented the challenge of being able to deliver a combination of both generic and bespoke solutions that would satisfy both the Users of the online interactive websites and those NCC personnel tasked with managing the e-Planning process through those websites. 

The challenge was met by a solution built on existing web software already successfully developed and implemented for Local Authorities by Blue Fox Technology. Their Opus software combines the ability to publish interactive maps and documents online with an integrated CMS that allows Local Authorities to take the complete software under licence and to maintain the content of any maps, document and links themselves that are published online.  
Prior to the NCC contract the Opus software had already successfully supported Local Authorities looking to meet the old Pendleton criteria and, in the light of the changes to Planning Policy through the implementation of the LDF programme, had been updated to take account of the FY07/08 DCLG assessment criteria. Blue Fox Technology had also successfully achieved full PARSOL accreditation for Opus having consciously embraced the use of open standards throughout the software and thereby complying with the XML Schema for LDF. Opus therefore had a number of built-in solutions before the project started in June 2010 that would immediately meet NCC’s requirements. 
There were also additional features already built into Opus that NCC could take advantage of from project outset. Firstly, the Opus CMS supported NCC’s existing GIS set-up allowing Planning personnel to use the Planning Policy datasets already captured and maintained in the corporate MapInfo GIS. Second, the Opus CMS is accessible via a standard web browser which meant that any member of the Planning team could use the system. There was no need to download or install any software components onto NCC computers or its network as Opus is fully hosted by Blue Fox Technology so personnel could “hit the ground running” after training in the system. In turn this ease of set-up provided further benefits such as the ability to provide direct support to the Planning team as Blue Fox Technology staff were able to access the same content within the Opus CMS as NCC personnel while they were working on publishing their online maps and documents which meant that any technical problems could be dealt with swiftly without the need for an on-site visit.
Following on-site training in Opus NCC personnel were able to publish live their Minerals and Waste Local Plans and their Minerals and Waste LDF within a month.

To facilitate the process of implementing the bespoke technical solutions required by NCC Blue Fox Technology applied its simple business rule to the technical development of its software. The company has adopted the "continuous release" approach to its software which is commonly used in the open source community. This means that updates and enhancements are added to the live code of the Opus software as soon as system testing has been completed. In other words NCC’s bespoke requirements were factored into the standard support and maintenance agreement of the project’s contract. The advantage of this approach is that NCC and any other Local Authority licensee is able to take immediate advantage of all updates and improvements made to Opus as part of their standard support and maintenance agreement.
In practical terms the implementation of bespoke features and functions meant that NCC initially published their online LDF maps and documents in Opus2 but had their full business requirements met when they were automatically upgraded to Opus3 in December 2010. Opus3 included a number of key features and functions requested by NCC that were not available in Opus2 including providing online Users with the ability to draw spatial representations onto online maps as part of their interaction with the online LDF. In turn this drawing facility will form part of another key feature required by NCC which is to integrate the online mapping with the iNovem e-Consultation system. The integration is due to be implemented by January 2011 and will allow NCC personnel to build links from Opus3 to the iNovem system via a web-service and to embed maps published from Opus3 into the online consultation document published by the iNovem system. 
Business Results

Through the licensing of the Opus system NCC has been able to meet all its business requirements within 6 months of the project’s inception. Furthermore Planning personnel have quickly integrated Opus into their day-to-day working environment while still meeting commitments already in place in their LDF programme and time-table prior to the project’s commencement. Under their 5 year licence agreement NCC will continue to take advantage of the “continuous release” update programme of Opus while enjoying the practical benefits its current version delivers today. 
