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1. Background and scope of the peer challenge 
 
On behalf of the team, I would just like to say what a pleasure and privilege it was to be 
invited in to Hartlepool Borough Council to deliver the recent corporate peer challenge.  
The team very much appreciated the efforts that went into preparing for the visit and 
looking after us whilst we were on site and the participation of elected members, staff and 
partners in the process.     
 
This was one of the early tranche of corporate peer challenges delivered by the Local 
Government Association as part of the new approach to sector led improvement.  Peer 
challenges are managed and delivered by experienced elected member and officer peers.  
The peers who delivered the peer challenge were: 
 

Philip Simpkins, Chief Executive, Bedford Borough Council 
 

Tony Egginton, Elected Mayor, Mansfield District Council (Independent) 
 

Councillor Judith Blake, Deputy Leader, Leeds City Council (Labour) 
 

Martin Hone, Director of Finance and Corporate Governance, Thurrock 
Council 
 

Melanie Dudley, Director of Improvement and Efficiency, Sandwell 
Metropolitan Borough Council  
 

Chris Bowron, Peer Challenge Manager, Local Government Association 
 

 
It is important to stress that this was not an inspection.  Peer challenges are improvement-
orientated and tailored to meet individual councils’ needs.  Indeed they are designed to 
complement and add value to a council’s own performance and improvement focus.  The 
peers used their experience and knowledge to reflect on the evidence presented to them 
by people they met, things they saw and material that they read. 
 
The guiding questions for all corporate peer challenges are: 

 Does the council understand its local context and has it established a clear set 
of priorities? 

 Does the council have a financial plan in place to ensure long term viability and 
is there evidence that it is being implemented successfully? 

 Does the council have effective political and managerial leadership and is it a 
constructive partnership? 

 Are effective governance and decision-making arrangements in place to 
respond to key challenges and manage change, transformation and 
disinvestment? 

 Are organisational capacity and resources focused in the right areas in order to 
deliver the agreed priorities? 
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Within this, and as agreed by Full Council, you were keen for the peer challenge to 
consider and review how well the new governance arrangements within the council have 
bedded down since the local elections this year and possible changes that may be 
required following the local referendum on the Elected Mayor model, plus: 

 

 Community engagement and reflecting community needs 

 Performance and managing change 

 Capacity 

 Partnership working 

 Finance 
 
As you will recall, we undertook to write to you to confirm the team’s findings, building on 
the feedback provided to you on the final day of the peer challenge and, in particular, 
expanding upon those areas that we highlighted as likely to benefit from some further 
attention.  This report sets out those findings.   
 

2. Executive summary 
 
Hartlepool Borough Council is an authority that has had an impressive track record and 
positive reputation and is widely held in high regard.  This is primarily down to the way the 
council has been run over the years and what it has achieved.  It is clear that there is a 
huge pride in Hartlepool as a place, both amongst local people and council staff.  Amongst 
council officers there is an impressive commitment to both the council and the borough 
and they clearly work collaboratively across the council’s directorates and services in order 
to try and achieve the best outcomes, with no sense of the ‘silos’ that are often cited as 
existing in councils.   
 
The council, with partners, has a good range of mechanisms in place for engaging and 
informing local people.  The formal partnership arrangements in the borough are currently 
in a period of transition and it is too early to judge how these will shape up for the future 
but people can take confidence from the traditionally good set of relationships between the 
council and the partners and the good joint work that has been delivered over the years 
including reductions in the level of crime, better quality social housing, environmental 
improvements and increased attainment amongst young people.  Cross-agency 
neighbourhood working is felt to be operating well and this forms part of the extensive 
activity that is taking place within communities involving local residents, the voluntary and 
community sector, ward councillors and council officers.   
 
The council has a tradition of delivering within budget and the savings targets of the last 
two years have successfully been delivered.  The timetable and process for setting the 
council’s budget for 2013/14 is in place although there is much to be done in a limited 
period of time by officers, Portfolio Holders and overview and scrutiny.  Political leadership 
of the necessary savings and the budget generally is vital, with finance needing to be 
much more strongly owned and led by Portfolio Holders.   
 
Whilst changes are being brought about in relation to the council’s commissioning and 
grant-funding arrangements for the voluntary and community sector, there is still a way to 
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go in order to ensure sufficient effectiveness and transparency.  This generates a specific 
risk for the council and individuals within it, given the strong links between some elected 
members and the voluntary and community sector.  Another area of concern is a 
perceived lack of rigour around the declaration of interests at elected member level.  
Unless the system of declaring interests is robust the motivations of councillors risk being 
called into question.  It is important that the authority ensures robust arrangements are in 
place around all of this in order to safeguard the organisation and individuals within it.   
 
We struggled to identify the evidence base underpinning either the setting of priorities and 
targets or decisions and proposals around resource allocation.  This raises the question of 
the extent to which there is a shared understanding of need, what the evidence base is 
that people are working from and how it is being used to inform decisions.  Similarly, when 
policy revision and other forms of change are being considered there would appear to be 
limited assessment of the possible impact and evaluation of the outcomes.  This leaves a 
concern that major decisions are potentially being taken by the council without a 
sufficiently comprehensive analysis of the rationale and the implications. 
 
The council is currently facing a very demanding agenda and we have major anxieties 
about the senior management capacity to deliver that agenda.  This is not an issue of 
capability or competency.  It is to do with the fact that the council is faced with operating 
with a very small number of people at the senior-most levels – a situation that will only be 
exacerbated when the acting Chief Executive shortly leaves the council to take up a 
position elsewhere. 
 
The proposed collaboration with Redcar and Cleveland and Darlington councils, initially 
around children’s and adults’ services but then potentially extending to include other 
services, is founded upon “long and deep relationships” between the authorities concerned 
and seeks to build on what the council has already been involved in, in terms of joint-
working and shared services arrangements with others.  However, there are certain critical 
hurdles still to be overcome ahead of the collaboration arrangements becoming a reality. 
 
The council has operated under Elected Mayoral arrangements since 2002 and has 
enjoyed collaborative cross-party working over many of the subsequent years.  However, 
things have now changed, with a set of political tensions having emerged in recent months 
and the Mayoral referendum being held in November to determine the future of the Elected 
Mayor model is the culmination of these.  The tensions that have arisen are about power 
and influence and are the result of two democratically legitimate sets of arrangements, the 
position of Elected Mayor and the elected membership of the council, now experiencing a 
battle for supremacy.  Legitimate politics, in terms of political parties seeking to be able to 
demonstrate their ability to shape things in Hartlepool and have the opportunity to lead the 
borough, lie at the heart of this.  We respect this.  However, the way things are seen to 
have been conducted amongst politicians has not helped the reputation of the council and 
the way that things have developed has had a number of consequences, including 
confusion creeping in regarding who represents the political leadership of the authority, a 
lack of clarity regarding how the governance of the council should operate and the 
capacity of the Cabinet being extremely limited at the present time.   
 
The effective running of the council and its reputation are currently being badly damaged.  
The leadership and governance of the council is central to this – at a time when they need 
to be stronger than ever – and as a consequence the council is running a significant set of 

mailto:info@local.gov.uk
http://www.local.gov.uk/


 
Local Government House, Smith Square, London SW1P 3HZ  T 020 7664 3000 F 020 7664 3030 E info@local.gov.uk www.local.gov.uk 
Chief Executive: Carolyn Downs 

 

3 

risks including to its reputation and capacity.  There is an obvious need for the authority to 
seek to turn around the negative perceptions that have built up and which are rapidly 
undermining the positive reputation of the council that people have worked very hard over 
many years to establish.   
 
It is imperative to address, with immediate effect, current issues that are having a negative 
impact on the council and individuals within it.  As a first step we have encouraged the 
council to share our findings as quickly and widely as possible, even ahead of the formal 
report being issued.  As a second step we strongly urged the council to run an external 
competitive recruitment process for the position of permanent Chief Executive.  The 
council is currently at a cross-roads – ensuring it goes down the right path requires 
immediate action and the demonstration of intent.   
 

3. Detailed findings 

 

3.1 The Hartlepool context and looking back at what the council has 
achieved 

 
• Hartlepool Borough Council serves a population of around 93,000 people in an area 

that is a mixture of urban and rural.  It is clear from the way people spoke during the 
peer challenge that there is a huge pride in Hartlepool as a place, both amongst 
local people and council staff.  There are high levels of deprivation and poverty 
within the borough, which is becoming increasingly diverse, and there is an ageing 
population.  There is also seen to be significant dependency within local 
communities on council services.  

 
• Whilst the council is the second smallest unitary authority nationally it is the biggest 

employer locally.  It is a council that is widely held in high regard, not least within 
the local government sector nationally and by other local authorities within the 
region.  This is primarily down to the way the council has been run over the years 
and what it has achieved, which is reflected in the positive external judgements in 
relation to key services, such as children’s and adults, and the ‘Excellent’ 
judgement received under the Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) 
regime.  The council has also played an integral role in the successful delivery of 
major regeneration in Hartlepool, as seen with the marina and revitalised town 
centre.  It has also delivered effectively the savings targets and related business 
transformation programme and organisational change necessary over the last 
couple of years as a consequence of the changed situation in relation to public 
sector finances – including £4million efficiency savings in 2010/11.  On-going 
savings targets are also being achieved.  Through all of this the council has 
operated under Elected Mayoral arrangements, which came into effect in 2002, and 
has enjoyed collaborative cross-party working.  In recent months the council has 
also effectively managed the changes resulting from a Ward Boundaries Review 
which led, through all-out elections in May this year, to a reduction in both the 
elected membership of the council, from 47 to 33 councillors, and the number of 
wards, from 17 to 11.        
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3.2   Community engagement and reflecting community needs 
 

• The council, with partners, has a good range of mechanisms in place for engaging 
and informing local people.  We were impressed by the concept of the ‘Face the 
Public’ events established to consider key issues in the borough, such as health 
and crime and community safety.  Indeed more than 100 local people attended one 
of these events whilst we were in Hartlepool.  The council clearly has a good 
communications function, reflected in the authority being seen to be both proactive 
and responsive in its dealings with the media, and the website reflects well on the 
council in the way it is easy to navigate and carries useful information.  We also 
noted the ‘Hartbeat’ publication produced by the council for local people. 

 
• Despite the council’s good communications activity, it is clear from the comments 

made by a range of council officers, elected members and partner organisations 
that the reputation of the council, in the eyes of local people, has been damaged by 
recent negative and high profile issues concerning the political leadership of the 
council.  The relevant detail around these issues is outlined elsewhere in this report.  
What is important to reflect here is an obvious need for the authority to seek to turn 
around the negative perceptions that have built up and which are rapidly 
undermining the positive reputation of the council that people have worked very 
hard over many years to establish. 

  
• Cross-agency neighbourhood working, involving the likes of health and the police 

as well as the council, is felt to be operating well.  This forms a part of the extensive 
activity that is taking place within communities involving local residents, the 
voluntary and community sector, ward councillors and council officers.  The shift by 
the council from operating across three neighbourhoods to two appears to have 
been well managed.  However, the Neighbourhood Forums are not seen to be 
adding value.  A simple measure of this is the very small number of people 
attending them.  With neighbourhood working operating well and communities being 
so active, it may simply be the case that the Forums are attempting to meet a need 
that doesn’t exist.  On a day to day basis, residents would appear to be comfortable 
highlighting issues with ward councillors or, increasingly, Neighbourhood Managers, 
and seeing them resolved speedily through that route, thus they have no reason to 
have recourse to the Forums.  Similarly, the ‘Face the Public’ events provide the 
opportunity for people interested in the strategic issues facing the borough to hear 
about them and input their views at that level.  

 
• A number of people we spoke to, particularly elected members, spoke of ‘acting in 

the best interests of Hartlepool residents’ when discussing decisions that had been 
taken or policies that had been pursued.  It is clearly imperative, not least as a 
consequence of the funding pressures being experienced by the council, that the 
council is reflecting community needs within its policy-making and resource 
allocation.  However, in considering the likes of the medium term financial strategy, 
the community strategy and the corporate plan, we struggled to identify the 
evidence base underpinning either the setting of priorities and targets or decisions 
and proposals around resource allocation.  This raises the question of the extent to 
which there is a shared understanding of need, what the evidence base is that 
people are working from and how it is being used to inform decisions.  In saying 

mailto:info@local.gov.uk
http://www.local.gov.uk/


 
Local Government House, Smith Square, London SW1P 3HZ  T 020 7664 3000 F 020 7664 3030 E info@local.gov.uk www.local.gov.uk 
Chief Executive: Carolyn Downs 

 

5 

this, we acknowledge that overview and scrutiny is committed to using the Joint 
Strategic Needs Assessment (JSNA) as it embarks on work to identify how council 
budget decisions in the last two years have impacted on need in the borough. 

 
3.3     Performance and managing change 
 

• In a context of the governance, finance and capacity issues facing the authority 
having dominated the considerations of the peer challenge team, the reality is that 
there was little scope to probe issues of ‘performance and managing change’ and 
most of what we have gleaned around it is covered elsewhere in this report.  We 
have already touched on the fact that the council has traditionally performed well 
and delivered good quality services, as reflected in external judgements and 
assessment.  As part of this, we noted the judgement by the external Auditor that 
there is good performance reporting to Cabinet.  We have also already highlighted 
the effective delivery of business transformation and organisational change over the 
last couple of years to secure the necessary efficiencies and savings. 

  
• Building on what we have outlined in the section above regarding the evidence 

base the council is working from, when it comes to delivering financial, policy and 
organisational change there would appear to be limited use of evidence to inform 
decisions, assessment of the possible impact and evaluation of the outcomes.  As 
an example, in looking at the budget savings proposals appended to the report to 
Cabinet in June this year regarding the medium term financial strategy, we noted 
that very limited information was presented to elected members on issues of major 
importance and very high risk.  One of the budget savings proposals, involving an 
amount of £200,000, concerned “staffing reductions to front line services, social 
work teams and the youth offending service”.  The only supporting information that 
we saw was a narrative saying it would result in “less capacity to provide services to 
children in a context of increasing demand.  Increase in caseloads for frontline staff, 
inability to maintain current levels of performance, services become unsafe”.  As 
another example, we did not see much in the way of comparator information on 
council services informing officers and elected members about the performance and 
cost of those services relative to the situation in other councils, with our view being 
that such information is necessary to inform decisions on the future of such services 
and related budgetary decisions.   

 
• As regards understanding the possible impact of decisions, some officers spoke of 

the undertaking of Equality Impact Assessments having tailed off across the council 
whilst, on the issue of evaluating outcomes, some councillors spoke about a lack of 
rigour within the council around measuring the impact of initiatives and decisions in 
order to assess their effectiveness.  Clearly there may be evidence that suggests 
otherwise which we haven’t seen, for example detailed information presented to 
elected members by officers that has informed the budget savings proposals, but 
unless this is the case we are concerned that major decisions are potentially being 
taken by the council without a sufficiently comprehensive analysis of the rationale 
and the implications.       
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3.4     Capacity 
 

• Amongst the officers that we met there was an impressive commitment shown to 
both the council and the borough and a real ‘can do’ attitude.  A significant 
proportion of people attending workshops or being interviewed by us have 
dedicated large parts of their career to the council whilst others who have previously 
worked elsewhere in local government were able to compare Hartlepool favourably 
with other authorities.  Many of the elected members we spoke with made specific 
reference to the quality and capability of officers, with one saying “they are the best 
thing about this place”.  From what we saw and heard, officers clearly work 
collaboratively across the council’s directorates and services in order to try and 
achieve the best outcomes, with no sense of the ‘silos’ that are often cited as 
existing in councils.  Many officers spoke of the relatively small size of the council 
as being key to the collaborative working, with people knowing exactly who they 
need to go to get things done.  It was obvious from the way people engaged with 
one another during our discussions that officers within Hartlepool enjoy good 
working relationships. 

 
• The council is currently facing a very demanding agenda.  A key area of focus is the 

financial challenge but in addition, and merely as examples, Hartlepool is also faced 
with delivering the local referendum on the future of the Elected Mayor model, 
preparing for and implementing constitutional and governance reform on the back of 
the referendum and progressing collaboration arrangements that will see a range of 
services being delivered in conjunction with Redcar and Cleveland and Darlington 
councils.  The detail of these elements is outlined later in this report but what we 
wish to highlight here are our major anxieties about the senior management 
capacity to deliver the agenda that is being faced.  This is not an issue of capability 
or competency.  It is to do with the fact that the council is faced with operating with 
a very small number of people at the senior-most levels.  The acting Chief 
Executive will shortly be leaving the council to take up a new position elsewhere 
and the authority currently only has one Director in post.  People at Assistant 
Director level within the areas of children’s and adults’ services are currently being 
expected to work with the acting Chief Executive, whose substantive role is as 
Director of those services, to fulfil that Director role between them – with this 
representing very limited capacity that will be exacerbated when the acting Chief 
Executive leaves next month.  There is another issue linked to this which is the 
urgent need for a decision regarding who will hold the statutory officer roles for 
children’s and adults’ services when the acting Chief Executive, who currently holds 
both, departs. 

 
• The council currently appears to be heavily internally focused on finance and 

governance matters.  This is reflected in the fact that significant issues and agendas 
for the area, such as the localisation of business rates, welfare reform, work to 
address the borough’s social challenges, economic regeneration and the interests 
and ambitions of the council at the regional level had little scope to feature in our 
discussions because so much of the time was taken up by governance and finance.  
Of course people, perfectly understandably and with the right intentions, focused 
what they had to say to us on the issues that they saw as the most pressing for the 
council and the same applies in terms of the areas that we focused our attentions 
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on.  We are not for one minute saying these other aspects are being ignored, we 
were simply struck by how much of people’s time and energies appeared to be 
being absorbed by the issues of finance and governance – with the former simply 
reflecting the way it is currently in most councils but the latter representing an 
unfortunate distraction and diversion of resources.   

 
• Staff at middle manager level spoke of good communication from the corporate 

management team level of the organisation, using both formal and informal 
mechanisms.  However, staff at other levels in the council indicated they are 
experiencing major variations in the quality of internal communications across the 
organisation.  Given the pace of change in the authority and major developments 
taking place, not least in relation to collaboration and budget proposals, it is 
important that this is addressed in order to ensure staff feel informed and, ideally, 
able to contribute and be involved.  Staff also indicated they are feeling the impact 
of the curtailment of training and development activities, although this wasn’t an 
area we probed in any depth and therefore cannot comment on how things have 
changed and what is, or could be, the resulting impact.  

 

3.5     Partnership working - collaboration 
 
• The proposed collaboration with Redcar and Cleveland and Darlington councils, 

initially around children’s and adults’ services but then potentially extending to 
include other services, is founded upon “long and deep relationships” between the 
authorities concerned and seeks to build on what the council has already been 
involved in, in terms of joint-working and shared services arrangements with others.  
From the limited discussions we had it would seem to be the case that the partner 
councils in the collaboration discussions have confidence in Hartlepool and its 
ability to put in place the key aspects necessary for the collaboration to come about 
and to succeed.  

 
• However, there are certain critical hurdles still to be overcome ahead of the 

collaboration arrangements becoming a reality, including agreement on who will act 
as the employing authority for staff working jointly across the three councils, where 
such staff will be based and how the anticipated savings will be shared.  In addition 
to these issues, which have been seen to de-rail collaboration discussions between 
councils elsewhere in the country, a huge amount of detailed work is needed in 
order to deliver collaboration successfully.  Linked to this, whilst we recognise that 
the idea of collaboration is born out of financial necessity, we are concerned at the 
way it comes across as a savings exercise rather than an opportunity to revise what 
is delivered and how.  The picture that was presented to us was largely one of 
potential savings being felt to exist at the senior and middle managerial levels of the 
services concerned and that the changes would involve a number of posts being 
deleted whilst structures and service delivery arrangements below those levels 
would continue as at present.  This approach, whilst seemingly the most 
straightforward option, would appear to be based on some fairly simple 
assumptions and pass up an opportunity to consider, challenge and revise current 
service delivery arrangements against an understanding of ‘need’ and the 
effectiveness of services.    
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• Managers that we spoke to expressed concerns on a range of fronts regarding the 
move to collaboration.  These related to the capacity in the council at a senior level 
to bring about what is proposed, the potential compromising of service quality, the 
realism of predicted savings (amounting to £2.3million) and their lack of involvement 
in the planning and preparations.  The first of these is concerned with the fact that 
the council’s collaboration preparations are currently benefitting from Hartlepool 
having a Chief Executive being heavily involved who, as well as having the status 
that position brings to the discussions and negotiations, also has a professional 
background in the areas of children’s and adults’ services which will form the first 
tranche of the collaboration.  Clearly whoever is subsequently appointed as Chief 
Executive of the council will have an integral role to play in the collaboration 
preparation and will have the necessary status when it comes to discussions and 
negotiations at the highest levels.  However, it is far from certain that they would 
have the same level of professional background knowledge as the acting Chief 
Executive – leaving the professional lead, as things currently stand, having to be 
delivered from Assistant Director level.   

 
• We have not been able to probe the issue of a potential compromising of service 

quality and thus cannot comment on this.  As regards the realism of the predicted 
savings, we noted that a predicted saving of £750,000 had been included in the 
medium term financial strategy for 2013/2014.  Staff that we spoke to informed us 
that this related to 14 managerial posts.  Whilst at one level it is perfectly possible to 
delete a number of posts and secure the resulting savings, the crucial 
considerations must be what the implications are of doing so and why that route 
would be chosen over other options.  As regards the lack of involvement of 
managers in the collaboration planning and preparations, it is clearly the prerogative 
of the councils concerned to determine at what point those people are called upon 
to input.  The less things are likely to change ‘on the ground’ in the way services are 
structured and delivered then arguably the less that needs to be planned and 
prepared for.  However, drawing on the experience and knowledge of those tasked 
with delivering the services concerned maximises the chances of success and 
minimises the risks.              

 

3.6     Partnership working – local partners 
 

• The council and partners are in a period of transition around the formal partnership 
arrangements in the borough, with the Local Strategic Partnership structures being 
revised and replaced with a ‘Strategic Partners Group’ and four thematic 
boards/partnerships/forums covering health and well-being, housing, economic 
regeneration and community safety.  We understand that this has involved some 
changes in relation to the organisations and individuals represented or involved at 
the Strategic Partners Group level and clearly this will have had an unsettling effect.  
This, combined with the fact that the Strategic Partners Group only met for the first 
time during the week we were in Hartlepool, means it is too early to judge things but 
it is obvious with such changes that making the new arrangements work to good 
effect will require significant effort.  What will stand things in good stead, and what 
people can take confidence from, is that there has traditionally been a good set of 
relationships between partner organisations and much good joint work has been 
delivered between partners in Hartlepool – including reductions in the level of crime, 
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better quality social housing, environmental improvements and increased academic 
and vocational attainment amongst young people.   

 
• Linked, in part at least, to the issues of structural change in partnership working 

outlined above, it is clear that the voluntary and community sector feel there has 
been a significant deterioration in their relationship with the council over the last two 
years.  The structural changes have seen the level of representation of this sector 
on the Strategic Partners Group reduced when compared to what existed under the 
Local Strategic Partnership arrangements.  Clearly this throws up challenges for a 
sector that is so diverse and has such a large number of organisations within it.  
However, these are recent changes so they don’t explain the two year timescale 
that was cited.  Perhaps the bigger issue behind the sentiments expressed is the 
shift that the council has been making away from a grants-based approach to a set 
of commissioning arrangements with the voluntary and community sector.  Any 
such shift is problematic in that it disturbs established arrangements and places a 
set of bureaucratic requirements on organisations in the sector that many will find 
challenging.  In this context, it is hardly surprising that people feel relationships 
have changed.  However, such change is necessary if the council is to be able to 
demonstrate that it is securing value for the money it provides to voluntary and 
community sector organisations.  At the same time, though, it is important for the 
council to support organisations in this sector make the transition required by the 
implementation of commissioning, be mindful of how relationships are changing and 
work to overcome any tensions that arise.  The voluntary and community sector is a 
very important one for Hartlepool. 

 
• The perception of any council amongst statutory and other partners is an important 

one, not least because of the important role that trust and confidence has to play in 
making partnerships work and, ultimately, the impact this has on meeting the needs 
of local people.  Whilst local partners emphasised to us their good working relations 
with officers, it is important for us to highlight the significant concerns they also 
expressed regarding the current situation in relation to the governance and political 
leadership of the council and the way things are seen to have been conducted 
amongst politicians.  We look at these issues later in this report under ‘Governance’ 
but suffice it to say here that significant reputational damage is being done to the 
council in the eyes of vitally important partners.  This does not negate the effective 
partnership working that has taken place over the years and the good relationships 
that have traditionally existed.  However, it does present a very real risk for the 
future because the reputational decline, if not addressed, will have a detrimental 
impact on partners’ confidence in the council to deliver in the future. 

 

3.7      Finance 
 

• The council has a tradition of delivering within budget and, indeed, has reported 
under-spends in the out-turn figures in recent years – including one of £4.3million in 
the last financial year.  The savings targets of the last two years have also 
successfully been delivered, totalling just over £10million.  This all forms part of a 
picture that suggests there is good financial management within the authority – 
along with the fact that recent accounts have been unqualified and the council 
sensibly took the opportunity last year to review how it approaches its financial 
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reserves.  One area that we would wish to highlight, although we understand the 
council already has plans in place to address it, is the limited in-year reporting of 
budget trends to elected members, at both Cabinet and overview and scrutiny level.  
With the financial pressures facing the authority, it is important for elected members 
to be able to reassure themselves at regular intervals that the council’s budget is on 
track and instigate corrective action if there are concerns.   

 
• The external Auditor is clear that the authority has a robust medium term financial 

strategy.  The financial gap for the council over the four year period from 2013/14 to 
2016/17 is projected to be between £17million and £20million – against a net 
revenue budget currently of £91m.  The timetable and process for setting the 
council’s budget for 2013/14 is in place but there is much to be done in a limited 
period of time by officers, Portfolio Holders and overview and scrutiny.  To date 
there has been good dialogue at officer level regarding savings proposals for 
2013/14 and 2014/15 but the challenge and ownership of them by Cabinet 
members needs to be much clearer.  As an example, we understand that whilst 
savings proposals were presented at Cabinet in June as part of the medium term 
financial strategy, these proposals were very much the work of officers.  Political 
leadership of the necessary savings and the budget generally is vital - finance 
needs to be much more strongly owned and led by Portfolio Holders. 

 
• Finance is very clearly, and understandably, the primary driver of decisions 

currently – as is the case with councils across the country.  However, and as we 
have touched on at various points through this report, we are not convinced that the 
council is utilising evidence sufficiently to inform those decisions nor taking a 
sufficiently rounded view of all of the options, including policy options, available to it.  
As a consequence, there is a risk of opportunities being missed or decisions being 
taken that might better have been avoided. 

 
• Finally on the issue of finance, it is important to highlight the anxieties that a number 

of people expressed to us regarding the effectiveness and transparency of the 
council’s commissioning and grant-funding arrangements for the voluntary and 
community sector.  As we outlined earlier, the council has been making a shift away 
from a grants-based approach to a set of commissioning arrangements with this 
sector.  This is not a simple thing to bring about but such change is necessary if the 
council is to be able to demonstrate that it is securing value for the money it invests 
in voluntary and community sector organisations.  Whilst the changes that are being 
worked through will establish greater rigour than there has been before, there is still 
a way to go.  This generates a specific risk for the council and individuals within it, 
given the strong links between some elected members and the voluntary and 
community sector.  The council has a responsibility to ensure the position of elected 
members is protected by having robust arrangements in place.  Without absolute 
transparency about what is being grant-funded or commissioned from where and 
the outcomes being achieved in return for such spend, it is easy for conjecture to 
arise and perceptions to be formed that can be damaging to the reputation of the 
council and this is clearly already happening.   

 
3.8   Governance 
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• The council has operated under Elected Mayoral arrangements since 2002 and has 
enjoyed collaborative cross-party working over many of the subsequent years.  
However, things have now changed, with a set of political tensions having emerged 
in recent months and the Mayoral referendum being held in November to determine 
the future of the Elected Mayor model is the culmination of these.  The tensions that 
have arisen are about power and influence and are the result of two democratically 
legitimate sets of arrangements, the position of Elected Mayor and the elected 
membership of the council, now experiencing a battle for supremacy.   

 
• This battle has seen concerted efforts to wrest power away from the position of the 

Elected Mayor.  Legitimate politics, in terms of political parties seeking to be able to 
demonstrate their ability to shape things in Hartlepool and have the opportunity to 
lead the borough, lie at the heart of this.  We respect this and are not seeking to 
take the politics out of Hartlepool and clearly the forthcoming referendum provides 
the opportunity for local people to decide the future.  However, the way things are 
seen to have been conducted amongst politicians has not helped the reputation of 
the council and the way that things have developed has had a number of 
consequences.  

 
• Firstly, it has served to highlight inadequacies within the Constitution and council 

governance that have not been appropriately resolved.  Issues have been used as 
‘test cases’ to determine where decisions should be taken within the council, for 
example at Cabinet, Full Council or different council committees, when such 
matters should already be perfectly clear from the Constitution.  As these issues 
have been played out and the power of the position of Elected Mayor has been 
seen to have been eroded as a consequence, confusion has been allowed to creep 
in regarding who represents the political leadership and how the governance of the 
council should operate.  As an example, we learnt of the frequency with which the 
council’s Constitution Committee meets in order to clarify issues relating to the 
Constitution or consider potential changes to it – which both reflects and adds to the 
confusion and uncertainty.  The equivalent bodies in other councils generally meet 
infrequently and, when they do, it is invariably in the form of a working group to help 
steer an authority through a significant change in governance arrangements.  
Authorities tend to leave minor revisions to Constitutions until Annual Council.  As 
another example, lots of people spoke to us about what they see as the significant 
‘power’ that lies within the overview and scrutiny function – when, legally, this 
function has no decision-making power.  We would therefore encourage the council, 
through the Monitoring Officer and other officers as appropriate, to look at how 
other councils with the Elected Mayor model approach things in a way that enables 
them to either avoid or address the governance issues being experienced in 
Hartlepool.    

 
• A second consequence has been the capacity of the Cabinet being extremely 

limited at the present time, with only independent elected members now being 
willing to serve on it.  The Cabinet responsibilities are now shared across the 
Elected Mayor and just three Portfolio Holders, compared to the much larger 
number that previously existed, which clearly represents a huge set of demands.  
There is also a need for Portfolio Holders to direct things much more than they are, 
as reflected in what we said earlier regarding the need for the challenge and 
ownership of savings proposals by Cabinet members to be much clearer.  The 
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reduction in capacity at Cabinet level has occurred just when the political leadership 
of the council needs to be at its strongest for the good of the borough, given the 
demanding agenda that is being faced.   

 
• As a result of the confusion that has crept in regarding the political leadership and 

governance, the role of officers has become increasingly difficult and there has 
been a blurring of decision-making and accountability.  We noticed several 
references from elected members out-with the Executive that reflected this, 
including: 

 
 “Overview and scrutiny is setting the political direction” 

 
 “I have instructed officers to … “   

 
• When it is unclear where political direction is being set from and there is a blurring 

of the respective roles and responsibilities of officers and elected members, there is 
an undermining of open and transparent decision-making.  As a result of what is 
currently being experienced, there is a great deal of anxiety amongst officers about 
the governance of the authority and the vulnerabilities that are being created for 
both them and elected members.  It is imperative that absolute clarity exists around 
where decisions should and are being taken, where the political direction is being 
set from and where accountability rests.  Given the way officers are currently being 
negatively impacted upon by all of this, there is a major risk emerging that they will 
be lost to the organisation as a result of choosing to pursue their careers elsewhere.   

 
• Another area of concern regarding the governance of the council is a perceived lack 

of rigour around the declaration of interests at elected member level.  This sits 
alongside the issue we highlighted earlier regarding the effectiveness and 
transparency of the council’s commissioning and grant-funding arrangements for 
the voluntary and community sector not yet being as strong as they need to be.  
Unless the system of declaring interests is robust the motivations of councillors risk 
being called into question.  That situation clearly already exists, with a widely held 
view having been established that some elected members are focused on the 
‘pursuit of self-interest’.  This perception is damaging to the council and to 
individuals.  The authority needs to reassure itself that it has established 
appropriate arrangements whereby the process and requirement for elected 
members to declare interests is clear and fully understood and, where any doubt 
exists on the part of a councillor, they can receive appropriate guidance.  Assuming 
all of this is in place then the onus rests firmly with elected members to ensure they 
act accordingly.   

 
• The weaknesses in the governance system that we have outlined here are a major 

concern.  The overall governance system needs to be hugely strengthened and this 
is the shared responsibility of the council’s Chief Executive, Monitoring Officer, 
Section 151 Officer and senior politicians.     

 
• We see a need for a revised set of governance arrangements, irrespective of the 

outcome of the Mayoral referendum.  If the referendum leads to a move away from 
the Elected Mayor model, there will obviously be the need for a new governance 
system and a Constitution that underpins it.  The council is sensibly already doing 
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some of the preparatory work necessary to respond to this eventuality and enable 
the adoption of a committee system.  However, if the referendum decides to retain 
the Elected Mayor model, then the council would have the option of maintaining 
things exactly as they are.  In this scenario, however, we would encourage the 
authority to take the opportunity to revise the current arrangements in a way that 
wasn’t done following the Ward Boundaries Review.  With the council having seen 
the number of elected members reduced from 47 to 33 in May and yet pretty much 
retain the same number of committees and forums, we were not surprised to find 
that councillors are being required to sit on as many as eight committees, groups or 
sub-groups.  This is not sustainable.        

 
• It is important to remember that any governance changes triggered by the 

referendum will not take effect for a period of several months, with revised 
arrangements coming in to being at the start of the next municipal year in May 
2013.  Whatever the outcome of the referendum, the main tensions that have arisen 
as a result of the battle for supremacy between the two democratically legitimate 
sets of arrangements will be resolved, with all of the politicians we spoke to 
recognising the importance of making the subsequent arrangements work.   

 
• Following the referendum, there will either be a requirement for, or an opportunity to 

develop, a new Constitution for the council.  It is important for the authority to 
capitalise on this by taking the chance to address, once and for all, the matters 
within the Constitution and council governance that have not been appropriately 
resolved to date.   

 
• However, all of this will take a significant while to be brought about and the council 

cannot afford to wait.  It is imperative to address, with immediate effect, current 
issues that are having a negative impact on the council and individuals within it.  
Absolute clarity and transparency is required around decision-making, in terms of 
where they are required to be made from and ensuring that this is complied with.  
The respective roles of elected members and officers need to be clearly understood 
and fulfilled accordingly.  Any deficiencies in the system for declaring interests need 
to be addressed immediately in order to protect councillors and the means need to 
be put in place to provide absolute transparency around grant-funding and 
commissioning.  Failure to achieve this risks further de-stabilising and damaging the 
council. 

 
 
Through the peer challenge process we have sought to highlight the many positive 
aspects of the council but we have also outlined some difficult and challenging messages.  
It has been our aim to provide some detail on them through this report in order to help the 
council consider them and understand them.  The council’s senior managerial and political 
leadership will therefore undoubtedly want to reflect further on the findings before 
determining how they wish to take things forward.   
 
Members of the team would be happy to contribute to any further improvement activity in 
the future and/or to return to the authority in due course to undertake a short progress 
review.  Mark Edgell, as the Local Government Association's Principal Adviser for your 
region, will continue to act as the main contact between the council and the Local 
Government Association, particularly in relation to improvement.  Hopefully this provides 
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you with a convenient route of access to the organisation, its resources and packages of 
support going forward. 
 
All of us connected with the peer challenge would like to wish the council and the borough 
every success in the future.  
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
Chris Bowron 
Programme Manager – Peer Support 
Local Government Association 
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