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Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise that 
places outstanding built environment experts within 
forward-thinking public authorities to build the public 
sector’s capacity for proactive planning.

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Research & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across authorities. This Practice 
Note is one of the outputs of this programme.
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SURVEYING PLACES 
How can planning be based on a better 
understanding of existing places and uses? 
 
INTRODUCTION 
This Practice Note is based on work carried out as part of year-long 
placements at the Greater London Authority and the London 
Borough of Bexley between April 2018 and March 2019. It explores 
methods that local authorities can use to survey areas and places, 
taking an industrial audit of an opportunity area in London as a case 
study. It is hoped that the findings and recommendations may be 
useful for authorities inside and outside London, who are invited to 
help test, develop and improve the resources put forward in the 
Practice Note. 
 
CONTEXT 
Land surveys can be a powerful tool for local authorities (Authorities) 
who wish to map assets in their local area and begin exploring how 
to support, strengthen and develop them.1 Surveys also can be a 
useful way to connect with local communities to understand how 
they relate to their area, existing structures and the built environment 
more broadly.2 It is increasingly common for surveys to be 
outsourced to external consultants rather than undertaken by 
Authorities themselves. This approach has certain benefits in the 
short run – for example reducing costs and alleviating workloads – 
but over time it risks contributing to an erosion of local knowledge 
and knowhow within the Authority.  
 
This Practice Note recommends Authorities carry out their own in-
house surveys as this has numerous advantages, including building 
in-house capacity and ensuring valuable information on local 
communities, economies and structures is collected and up to date. 
Drawing lessons from an industrial audit of the Bexley Riverside 
Opportunity Area, the Practice Note sets out a series of simple 
recommendations for how Authorities can design and deliver 
affordable and efficient surveys.  
 
THE CASE FOR BUILDING IN-HOUSE SURVEYING SKILLS 
Reasons for Authorities to carry out their own land surveys are 
multiple and include:  
 
– Team skills: In-house surveys contribute to growing skills and 

knowhow within the team and wider Authority. Having in-house 
expertise to hand also reduces the need to secure separate 
funding for surveys. 

 
1  discovery.ucl.ac.uk/1566799/1/Edwards_Revealing%20Economies%20V12c.pdf 
2  src.lafargeholcim-foundation.org/dnl/51e230c3-adf6-476a-b5e4-

39c79a65c948/F13_YellowWS_Musgrave.pdf 

http://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/1566799/1/Edwards_Revealing%20Economies%20V12c.pdf
https://src.lafargeholcim-foundation.org/dnl/51e230c3-adf6-476a-b5e4-39c79a65c948/F13_YellowWS_Musgrave.pdf
https://src.lafargeholcim-foundation.org/dnl/51e230c3-adf6-476a-b5e4-39c79a65c948/F13_YellowWS_Musgrave.pdf
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– Knowledge: Collecting data and interviewing communities 
builds the knowledge base of planning officers over 
time. Interrogating the finer grain details of a site can help 
uncover hidden information that might otherwise be overlooked. 

– Relationships: Working with other teams across the Authority 
helps build networks and promotes knowledge sharing. Over 
time, this can contribute to the development of a learning 
culture within the organisation. 

 
APPROACH 
This Practice Note draws on insights from an industrial land survey 
organised and delivered by the authors. It provides a step-by-step 
guide for organising surveys, including practical guidance for how to 
estimate resource requirements, build a business case, and 
determine the skills needed for a survey. The Practice Note breaks 
the process down into the following steps: 
 
– Defining the purpose of the study 
– Determining the scale of the survey and resources required 
– Picking the tools and building a team 
– Setting up the survey 
– Preparing to go on-site 
– Training the team 
– Coordinating the survey while on-site 
– Telling stories with the data you have collected 
 
The steps are discussed in the following sections which include 
practical tips, an overview of tools needed, outputs to be produced, 
and links to toolkits prepared by the authors.  
 

 
 
Industrial audit of Bexley Riverside. 
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DEFINING THE OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY 
The officer or officers leading on the survey should start by 
determining the objective of the audit, and how it relates to their 
department and the work it carries out. In defining the objective of 
the study, the team should ask itself: 
 
– What is the strategic issue that the survey should resolve? 
– What questions does this raise? 
– What data is needed to answer those questions? 
  
The objective should set out a strong, succinct argument for the 
survey. This will in turn allow the Authority to gather resources for 
the study. The survey team should consider reaching out to other 
teams in the Authority – or other relevant organisations that might 
contribute to the survey – to establish if any additional resources for 
the survey are available, and to inform the objectives of the survey 
and the questions being asked.  
  
Reasons for gathering this data: 
– To help identify site allocations in Local Plan making 
– To assist in the design of masterplans 
– To develop Area Action Plans or Opportunity Area Planning  
 Frameworks 
– To set up a business network for engagement 
– To help develop a circular economy 
– To inform transport modelling 
  
The survey team should produce a contact spreadsheet with key 
internal and external contacts. This will help the team keep a note of 
who they have contacted, whether they are able to contribute 
resources, and in what way. 
  
Outputs: 
– Objective: a strong and concise description of the core objective 
– Team: a list of key personnel and contact details set out on a 

contact spreadsheet 
                      
Tip: The information gathered during this phase may be useful for 
multiple teams in the Authority. Collaborating with other teams 
enables knowledge and resource sharing during the project planning 
stage. Teams that may be interested in contributing to the survey 
include: Planning Policy, Regeneration, Placemaking, Economic 
Development, Development Management, Culture and 
Communities.  
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DETERMINE THE SCALE OF THE STUDY 
When deciding the scale and boundary of the survey, the team 
should consider whether it will be helpful to extend beyond their 
immediate project area. Steps include: 
 
– Determining the survey area boundary 
– Identifying any existing studies or data sets 
– Calculating the area in hectares (ha) 
– Establishing resource requirements 
 
Outputs:  
– A map of the survey area 
– An initial project programme and estimate of resources required 
 
Tip: Complex sites with many businesses tend to take longer to 
survey than sites with fewer businesses. As a rough estimate, a 
team of 2 people can cover approx. 5 hectares in a 2-hour session.  
 
Tip: For a more accurate estimate, a full breakdown of survey areas 
per session should be completed prior to going on-site. The survey 
team should make sure they set out an initial project programme.  
 
Tip: While it may be possible to save time by excluding areas that 
have recently been surveyed, it is important to ensure data sets are 
robust and comparable across the sample. 
 
BUILD A PROJECT TEAM 
Next you should establish the core team and a clear reporting 
structure. Key positions may include: 
 
– Project Sponsor: Senior officer who nominates resources 
– Project Manager: Central point of contact and coordination 
– Technical Coordinator: Could be the same person as Project 

Manager but should have operational knowledge of GIS  
– Project Officers: Officers from the main department who can 

dedicate time to do the majority of shifts and lead other 
surveyors/volunteers 

  
Outputs: 
– An established team structure  
– A project directory listing team members and tools 
– If needed, core objective, project programme and team 

structure can feed into a business case  
 
Tip: Nominate a project champion. This should be someone in a 
position to compile lessons learnt and drive the project forward. They 
will be key to the continuation and integration of the survey data into 
future projects, such as plan and policy.  
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BUILD A BODY OF TOOLS AND RESOURCES 
The survey team should start by identifying available resources 
within the team, and potential resources available from other teams 
collaborating on the survey. The best way to do this is to 
communicate with senior officers to determine what personnel or 
financial resources may be made available for the project. The core 
objective will be key when communicating the project to different 
teams and organisations. 
  
The survey team should develop a checklist of the tools and 
resources needed and what they have available. This should 
include: 

 
– Budget: Are adequate financial resource available? 
– Programme: What is the time period needed to complete it? 
– People: How many officers need to be involved? 
– Tools: Tablet and GIS collector app, or pen and paper? 
– Photographic Record: Camera or tablet? 
– Access: Are site access passes required? 
  
Access and use of collector app on GIS: 
https://doc.arcgis.com/en/collector-classic/  
 
Output: 
– A completed checklist establishing available tools and  
 resources 
  
Tip: Tablets are the most efficient way to collect and simultaneously 
upload data (iPad Minis are the best size). If a GIS technician is 
available in your authority, reach out to them to help set up the 
collector app. If this resource is not available to you, pens and paper 
work as well, but note that additional time will have to be allocated to 
manually upload the information onto GIS after the survey.  
  
Tip: To ensure site access you should produce a site pass that 
demonstrates your rights to enter land under the Town & Country 
Planning Act. This will be necessary to assure business owners who 
you are and why you are there.  
 
Tip: Once you’ve answered these questions and have checked that 
you have the required resources, you can set out a project directory 
of core team members and collate the tools. 
 

about:blank
about:blank
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Examples of hardware/software required for digital and manual data 
collection. 
 
SET UP THE SURVEY 
Once approval to conduct a survey has been granted, the team can 
proceed to set up the survey. Steps include: 
 
– Setting up shared folders to ensure teams from other  
 departments can access files and upload data. Shared folder 
 platforms include: the Authority’s shared internal server, Google 

Drive, Dropbox (free); Microsoft SharePoint, Dropbox (paid 
subscription) 

– Prepare base maps on GIS or CAD. Types of base maps 
include: 
– Site boundaries: For Bexley Riverside, we used ownership 

boundaries. If such boundaries are not available to you, 
you can use boundaries found on Ordnance Survey 
Mastermap Topography Layer 

– Building boundaries: available on Ordnance Survey Open 
Data 

– Building unit footprint: available on  the Ordnance Survey 
Mastermap Topography Layer 

– Prepare a list of survey items. Items might include: 
– Information to collect on-site and guidance3 
– GLA’s list of recommended data to be collected on-site for 

an industrial land audit4  
 

 
3  A toolkit with proposed survey questions can be downloaded from  
 publicpractice.org.uk/resources  
4  london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/practice_note_-

_industrial_intensification.pdf   

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources
http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/practice_note_-_industrial_intensification.pdf
http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/practice_note_-_industrial_intensification.pdf
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– Set up a data collector app 
– The data collector app ensures that all information 

collected on-site is uploaded directly to a centralised 
database that is compatible with GIS 

– For Bexley Riverside, we used the ‘Collector for ArcGIS’ 
app. To use this app, you will need to set up an ArcGIS 
online account. 

 
Outputs: 
– Base maps of the survey area 
– Shared folders 
– A list of survey items compliant with relevant policy guidance 

(where relevant) 
– A data collector app and logins 
 
Tip: If you are collaborating with other teams in your authority, it can 
be useful to share your list of survey items early in the process to 
incorporate their feedback. 
 
Tools:  
– Ordnance Survey OS Mastermap5 
– GLA’s Industrial Intensification Practice Note6 
 
PREPARE TO GO ON-SITE 
Before going on-site, the survey team should: 
– Divide the site into manageable areas and create a map with 

the all divided areas labelled.7 Aim for 2-3 hours per team per 
area (it should take a team 2 hours to cover 5 ha; see above)  

– Produce a sign-up sheet and distribute amongst the network to 
fill in8 

– Send a call out for surveyors to the relevant teams  
– Prepare printed on-site packs that include: 

– The location of the area being surveyed 
– A detailed map highlighting the precise boundary of the 

area covered during the session 
– A briefing note with purpose of the study and emergency 

contact details 
– An A3 base map of the site-area to take notes and draw on 
– A hard copy of the survey and interview questions 

 
  

 
5  ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-and-government/products/mastermap-

products.html  
6  london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/practice_note_-

_industrial_intensification.pdf  
7  An example map can be downloaded from publicpractice.org.uk/resources 
8   A sign-up sheet can be downloaded from publicpractice.org.uk/resources 

https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-and-government/products/mastermap-products.html
https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-and-government/products/mastermap-products.html
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/practice_note_-_industrial_intensification.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/practice_note_-_industrial_intensification.pdf
http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources
http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources
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Outputs: 
– A map of survey areas, subdivided and labelled 
– On-site packs 
– A sign-up sheet 
– A call out email 
 
Tip: It’s best to have two people per team; one person filling in 
information on the tablet, and one person with the on-site pack to 
draw and take notes. Ensure all surveyors inform their line manager 
of their location for the day before going on-site. Surveyors should 
report back to the Project Manager or Line Manager when they have 
finished on site. 
 
TRAIN THE SURVEYORS  
It is important to have a core team of surveyors who can lead the 
survey sessions. To ensure they are properly trained, the survey 
team should: 
– Pick an appropriate place for the training 
– Collect contact details of the core surveyors and provide the 

team with a contact number if any issues arise while on-site. 
– Inform the surveyors about the purpose of the survey 
– Describe the tasks at hand 

 
Outputs: 
– A group of fully trained surveyors 
– A list of key contacts and details set out on a contact 

spreadsheet 
 

Tip: Some of the information collected on site can be subjective (e.g. 
building condition). Before going on site, it can be helpful to show 
some examples so surveyors can make informed judgements. 
Having two people on-site also helps as surveyors can work together 
to make informed choices. 
 
COORDINATE THE SURVEYORS ON SITE  
Once the surveyors are trained, the survey team should ensure: 
– Key information has been shared with surveyors (including 

meeting location, contact details, survey partners) 
– On-site packs have been distributed to surveyors  
– Site access has been organised to surveyors (if needed) 
 
Items needed while on site: 
– On-site pack 
– Site location with outline of survey area 
– Briefing note (including the purpose of the study and 

emergency contact details) 
– A3 base map of site area to take notes and draw on 
– Printed copy of the survey and interview questions 
– Tablet with collector app and stylus, if available 
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– Water and snacks  
– Warm / wet weather clothing if required 
– Site Access Pass 

 
Tips for surveyors: 
– Make sure you take lots of photos 
– Make sure to mark your name, hour, and date on all your 

sheets 
– Make sure you hand in all the filled-in sheets after your shift 
 
Tips for team leaders: 
– Make sure the data collected is accurate and consistent 
– If using the Collector App, check that it is uploading data and 

that the data is being stored safely 
– Remind surveyors to upload photos to designated folders 
– Check in with surveyors and be ready for questions while on-

site  
– Ensure surveyors have contact details of the person they’ve 

been paired with 
– Have a contingency plan for ‘no show’ shifts  
– Be ready to cancel the survey for inclement weather  
– Collect survey sheets at the end of each shift 
 
Tools:  
– Survey tracker9 
 

 
 
Example map showing site occupancy and vacancy in Bexley Riverside. 
 
  

 
9  A tracker sheet can be downloaded from publicpractice.org.uk/resources 

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources
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Photography from the industrial audit of Bexley Riverside. 

 
TELL STORIES WITH THE DATA YOU HAVE COLLECTED 
Once the survey has been collected it is important to communicate 
data and insights in a compelling way. This can be done in a number 
of ways, for example by using photography, incorporating quotes 
from interviewees or through maps, infographics, graphs and even 
film. The example above is a mapped graph produced for site 
occupancy and vacancy across the Bexley Riverside Opportunity 
Area. The following industrial land studies show a number of 
different approaches to communicating findings through storytelling 
and graphics: 
 
– ‘From around here: Tottenham employment study’, 2013. Gort 

Scott for LB Haringey10 
– ‘Park Royal Atlas’, 2014. Greater London Authority11 
– ‘Local Economy Study’, 2014. We Made That for London 

Legacy Development Corporation12 
– ‘Made in Feltham’, 2016. Adams & Sutherland for LB 

Hounslow13 
– ‘London Made’, 2017. We Made That for Greater London 

Authority, British Council, New London Architecture & SEGRO14 
 
  

 
10 haringey.gov.uk/sites/haringeygovuk/files/fah_140123_final_report_ 

low_res.pdf 
11 www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/park_royal_atlas.pdf 
12 queenelizabetholympicpark.co.uk/~/media/lldc/local%20plan/local% 

20plan%20aug14/economy%20study%20qualitative%20research.pdf 
13 hounslow.app.box.com/s/wbhl55g6jvffo12fu0hsfeqtucssf3ik 
14 wemadethat.co.uk/projects/view/london-made 

http://www.haringey.gov.uk/sites/haringeygovuk/files/fah_140123_final_report_low_res.pdf
http://www.haringey.gov.uk/sites/haringeygovuk/files/fah_140123_final_report_low_res.pdf
http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/park_royal_atlas.pdf
https://www.queenelizabetholympicpark.co.uk/%7E/media/lldc/local%20plan/local%20plan%20aug14/economy%20study%20qualitative%20research.pdf
https://www.queenelizabetholympicpark.co.uk/%7E/media/lldc/local%20plan/local%20plan%20aug14/economy%20study%20qualitative%20research.pdf
https://hounslow.app.box.com/s/wbhl55g6jvffo12fu0hsfeqtucssf3ik
http://www.wemadethat.co.uk/projects/view/london-made
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NEXT STEPS 
This Practice Note has investigated the principles and practices of 
surveying places and suggested a series of guidelines for how 
Authorities can build valuable knowledge of local sites and ensure 
better schemes. To take these findings further, there are a number of 
areas of research that would benefit from further development: 
 
– Establish any additional training required to support planning 

officers to use survey data to inform policy 
– Establish how data can be updated regularly, and potentially 

updated in ‘real-time’ through citizen engagement 
– Establish a standardised methodology and data set for surveys 

so that findings can be collated and analysed on a city-wide 
scale 

 
The resources discussed in this Practice Note can be downloaded at 
publicpractice.org.uk/resources. Public Practice welcome feedback 
on the findings and recommendations set out in this Practice Note to 
help update current resources and inform future research. Please 
contact us at info@publicpractice.org.uk. 
 
  

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources
mailto:info@publicpractice.org.uk
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Land surveys can be a powerful tool for local authorities 
to map what assets exist in their local area. Surveys can 
also be a useful way to connect with local communities 
and understand how they relate to sites, existing 
structures and the built environment more broadly. 

However, it is increasingly common for surveys to be 
outsourced to external consultants rather than undertaken 
by local authorities. Over time, this approach risks 
contributing to an erosion of local knowledge and 
knowhow within authorities. This Practice Note 
recommends authorities carry out their own in-house 
surveys to build in-house capacity and capture valuable 
information on local communities, economies and 
structures. 

Drawing lessons from an industrial audit of the Bexley 
Riverside Opportunity Area, the Practice Note sets out a 
series of practical recommendations for how local 
authorities can design and deliver affordable and efficient 
surveys. 

#Mapping #GIS #LocalEconomy

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources




