
Introduction
The County Council is the biggest employer in
Staffordshire with more than 30,000 staff. Ranging from
teachers and engineers to scientists and social workers,
they provide Staffordshire’s population of around 800,000
people with vital services, 24 hours a day, seven days a
week. One misconception many people have is that the
County Council empties the bins. We don’t! Neither do we
grant planning applications for conservatories or get rid of
rats and mice. When something goes wrong, people like to
blame “the Council” and for some reason, usually think of
County Councils first. The services we do provide include;
the local education service with over 400 schools,
libraries, social services, managing the rights of way and
country parks, trading standards, highways, planning,
waste disposal and many, many more.

Those services are fulfilled by four directorates in
which staff use maps and GIS to a greater or lesser degree.
They are: Children and Lifelong Learning, Resources,
Social Care and Health and Development Services. 

Children and Lifelong Learning Directorate
Children and Lifelong Learning brings together services
provided to every single young person in Staffordshire.
The Pupil Support Unit deals with school admissions and
school transport. GIS plays an integral role in helping the
unit carry out its functions. Maps and GIS are primarily
used to determine a child’s entitlement to free school
transport and also to allocate school places based on
catchment areas. In Staffordshire, a student of secondary
school age is entitled to free school transport if they live
more than three miles away from the school and this is

worked out using the shortest walking route on a GIS
system called DataMap Smart (Figure 2). School places
are allocated using GIS routines that are embedded in the
main Education database (EMS). The Unit often sends out
maps of school catchment areas to parents and schools.

The Schools Organisational Unit has responsibility
for locational information about schools, pupil’s addresses
and postcode data about births in Staffordshire. Combined
with catchment boundaries from the Pupil Support Unit
and other data sources such as OS address point,
residential land and ward boundaries, the Unit can analyse
and map the data to:

• examine demand in each primary catchment area for
future places and make forecasts for the next four
years;
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Figure 1 Staffordshire’s countryside



• estimate the effects of building developments on
present and future school populations;

• map schools within a two or three mile radius for:

– Capital bids;

– School Organisation Committee information;

– DfES requirements for schools in special
measures;

• map schools according to their accessibility (e.g. for
less able children).

Within schools themselves, geography teachers use digital
maps and some GIS to support geographical enquiry; to
get a better knowledge about places. It is an area which is
developing slowly so at the moment most schools use web
based digital map or aerial photograph applications such as
Multimap, Google Earth and Live Local. There are some
educational GIS systems around, such as Aegis but their
use is fragmented. Older pupils doing GCSE and A levels
will often incorporate digital maps into their coursework
projects.

There is no doubt that this is a growth area for
geography teachers and their students; but as with
everything connected to schools, there are resource and
training needs which need taking into consideration before
a wider usage is possible.

Resources Directorate
Resources deal with our finances, staff, buildings and
information communications technology (ICT). Within
Resources, the major involvement on the GIS side is
within our IT department who maintain the intranet
mapping, shared data, the digital OS mapping and the GIS
software licenses. Resources also looks after the County
Council’s property estate which includes recording the
County Council land holdings, leases, licenses, easements
and agricultural holding information. They use Ordnance
Survey maps as a base for storing information for each
County Council establishment down to individual

buildings or blocks. They also use old series maps to track
historical boundaries of properties and for use in positional
accuracy changes and title plans (Figure 3).

Social Care and Health Directorate
Social Care and Health is responsible for a wide range of
health, consumer and social services such as care for
vulnerable members of the community, trading standards
and also registering births, marriages and deaths. They
have recently used the Council’s intranet mapping facility
to create emergency plans for helping vulnerable members
of the population in times of flood (Figure 4). Each winter,
several of the larger waterways within Staffordshire burst
their banks somewhere as a matter of course. Flash
flooding is also becoming more common with the impact
of climate change. The location of care homes and day
centres along with the Environment Agency’s flood map
are loaded and displayed within the intranet mapping. Staff
within SCH can then assess those facilities that may be
affected and plan routes to and from the centres, decide
where alternative accommodation can be safely provided,
and target areas that will require special measures. Data is
held centrally and they need no GIS training as such to use
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Figure 2 DataMap Smart GIS software Figure 3 First edition O.S. map with modern MasterMap
overlay

Figure 4 Social Care and Health Flood Map Project



the mapping, just some basic awareness and being able to
have a play. More such projects are in the pipeline now the
value of being able to see all the information together on a
map has been realised.

Development Services Directorate
DSD looks after three thousand miles of highway, waste
disposal and recycling centres, country parks and rights of
way, tourism, minerals and waste planning, and economic
redevelopment of the county. This is the area where the
most mapping is used and produced and where GIS has
become a standard tool for many people. This Directorate
could fill a volume on its own with all its areas of work so
this article will describe a couple of Units and what they do
before focussing on one particular section, Environment
and Countryside, in more detail.

Tourism

Within Tourism, for example, a variety of maps have been
created and are used by both staff and visitors. A
Staffordshire Visitor Map highlights the County’s
attractions, a “Canal County” guide is used to promote the
canal network, a cartoon type map is used on promotional
posters and tea towels, and simplified County maps used in
the Short Breaks brochure and Website. Although we have
our own graphics designers in house, these maps are
usually contracted out to design firms who create the
whole package. However, a Destination Management
System is under development at the moment which will
make use of a simple GIS system to help with the
management of the large variety of visitor attractions
within Staffordshire.

Development and Waste Management Unit

The Development and Waste Management Unit provides a
varied range of services in relation to Minerals and Waste
and County Developments. Maps and GIS play a vital role
in planning support within the Unit (Figure 5). Some of
these roles are external applications, internal applications
and regulation.

External Applications is the determination of
planning applications to do with minerals and waste
development, for example; quarries, landfills, composting
and recycling sites in Staffordshire. GIS is used to plot all
incoming applications against set criteria of planning
constraints to aid internal and external consultation. Maps
are then produced for planning committees, public
inquiries and search enquiries in relation to minerals and
waste activities. Internal application is the determination
of planning applications to do with Staffordshire County
Council’s own developments, for example; schools,
household waste recycling centres and new road schemes.
GIS is used to map all incoming County Development
applications to aid consultation with internal
Departments.

Regulation is probably one of the more important
activities of Development Control. Planning permissions

granted by Staffordshire County Council are monitored
and enforcement of the planning conditions that
accompany them is vital. Complaints about the operation
of minerals and waste sites in Staffordshire are also
investigated. Here GIS is employed to map breach of
condition sites, enforcement sites, planning contravention
and stop notices. 

Environment and Countryside

This Unit is quite unusual within County Councils as it has
brought together specialists for landscape, ecology,
forestry and the historic environment along with those
areas of work involving rights of way and the country
parks in the same team and location. Although designed
primarily to work with planning applications submitted
through development control, it has become a one stop
shop for our colleagues and the public to get information
and advice relating to the Environment in Staffordshire.

The Rights of Way (ROW) team are responsible for
maintaining the Definitive Rights of Way Maps. Although
these have been scanned to be used within the GIS, the
actual legal document is still the original 1960’s 6” series
maps with the footpaths and bridleways carefully drawn
on (Figure 6). When members of the public request a copy
of the definitive map, they are sent photocopies or prints of
the paper hand drawn maps – although this is something
that is slowly changing. Other maps are sent to developers
enquiring about ROW across new sites, to ramblers’
organisations for path checking or to solicitors for land
purchase enquiries. These maps are produced both from
the GIS and the paper definitive map depending on the
request. The rights of way are held within the GIS as a
layer so we can interrogate them and get statistics such as
length of footpaths around schools or where new long
distance paths could use existing routes. We are currently
investigating a linkage between our ROW Complaints
system and using internet mapping so that the public can
more easily inform us about problems they may have
identified on the network.
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Figure 5 Development Control GIS Constraints application



Environment and Countryside maintains over 30
country parks, picnic places and green ways covering more
than 6000 acres. Included in this is Cannock Chase Country
Park, one of the largest in England at over 4.5 square miles.
It is also one of the busiest as there are almost 3 million
people living within 20 miles. The use of maps and GIS is
a vital part of managing all the open spaces. As well as the
visitors guides that are produced, habitat and species data is
collected and mapped, areas to be sprayed for bracken
management are calculated (Figure 7), change over time is
mapped, tree management work logged, possible relocation
sites for reptiles found, indication of slopes for contractors
using machinery and so on.

Research projects into policy areas are also
undertaken and here, the “picture being worth a thousand
words” is so true. Put a map into a report and instantly,
tables of data become clear and long descriptions are
understood. Documents such as the Local Transport Plan,
Strategic Environmental Assessment and the Council’s
Action plan for Climate Change all use maps to get their
point across. Research projects such as Terrain Typing or
Predictive Species mapping use GIS to generate the data
and then maps to show what the research has discovered. A

recent project surveying medieval rural settlements in
Staffordshire contained a great deal of interesting
information but without the maps at the end, it would be
difficult to see how that survey data related to the real
world (Figure 8).

As can be seen in the descriptions above, maps and
GIS are at the core of the work of many units across the
County Council. This is truer now as never before as we
seek to inform our stakeholders more about what we do
and how and why we do it.

Challenges
There are a multitude of challenges facing Staffordshire
County Council as maps and GIS become more and more
central to how we work. For instance, we don’t have a
corporate GIS system; there are a couple of different
packages in use and although most people are now using
ESRI’s ArcMap, there are different versions on people’s
desktops. We try to hold key datasets centrally – hold once,
use many – but people aren’t always that disciplined and
copies of datasets that become out of date proliferate on
the network. Metadata, boring but vital, isn’t done and data
becomes orphaned and so, useless. A lot of the maps that
are produced are just for looking at internally but even so,
basic cartographic principles need to be applied. The first
requirement is fit for purpose with a copyright note, with a
scale bar, north point, grid and title coming a close second.
If a map is to be used for an external audience, it must be
easy to read, attractive, informative but must still contain
the cartographic basics. Getting this message across is

22 SoC BULLETIN Vol 40

Figure 6 Definitive ROW map

Figure 7 Bracken spraying on Cannock Chase

Figure 8 Medieval Rural Settlements



sometimes difficult as people often don’t see the reasons
behind it. Many GIS users will have found that the issue is
that people assume a GIS system will create a good map by
default and, as most people soon find out, that isn’t always
the case.

And how we solve them…
We try to solve these challenges with a mixture of the stick
and the carrot. We educate people through training courses
and one to one sessions on the best way to handle data. To
try and encourage best practice, we don’t allow datasets to
be uploaded to the intranet mapping system without
completing the metadata first and we only allow read
access to some folders and the datasets within. There is a
standard tool bar within our GIS system which puts a box
onto the map which contains the copyright note, scale,
north point and date –all automatically updated. We make
the core datasets easy to find and complete and we have a
flexible corporate house style which can be worked within
but will still allow some use of the imagination. People are
also encouraged to pass new publications, with or without
maps, through our Communications team for comment.

It’s not perfect and mistakes have occurred in the
past, but we are trying to keep on top of the problem and
are making use of new technology to help us do it.

New Technology
Our Strategic Service Delivery project is a method of
providing colleagues across the Authority with access to
mapping without them having to use full scale GIS. These
projects use data that is correct and up-to-date and provide
a simple front end for users to negotiate. Projects can be
specific – Social Care and Health Flood Risk mapping as
mentioned before – or more general. The general projects
are usually designed to help inform our elected members
of particular demographics across the county. Some of
these are available to all users, others, such as Community
Safety, are restricted access (Figure 9). This particular

project holds data such as levels of domestic violence or
vehicle crime, sensitive subjects that require limited
access. The intranet mapping was quite an achievement as
it required clean data to be produced with metadata
attached and for the paper maps produced from the
software to fulfil the basic requirements. Where it has been
used, it has been very successful and has enabled many
more people to visualise data and create customised maps.

The Future?
Following on from this is our internet mapping. This is
shortly to be added to our Council website
http://www.staffordshire.gov.uk and will take the form of
mapping for subjects. Examples are Historic and Cultural
Environment containing data such as listed buildings, or
Landscape and Ecology which shows sites of biological
interest and landscape designations (Figure 10). The
datasets have to be clean with metadata attached; a
paragraph of which appears as “hover” text on the internet
page giving details of who produced the information and
where to make further enquiries. The data also has
attributes attached that enable the user to click on a
scheduled monument or an area of ecological interest and
be taken to a web site with more information or open an
email to contact the relevant officer within the County
Council. Although in its infancy and not as advanced as
other similar websites, the internet mapping will help to
fulfil our obligation to provide information to the public
and will also provide baseline information to inform
planners, developers and other interested parties as to
planning or environmental constraints within the county.

I hope this article has given an overview of a little of
what goes on in those anonymous Council Offices and
perhaps provided an idea of where to find the answers to
those pressing questions that everyone has; which school
can my child go to, where can I go for a picnic or even, can
they really dig a quarry in my back garden?
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Figure 9 Community Safety project Figure 10 Historic Environment internet mapping




