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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 North Kesteven District Council to work with you on the recent corporate peer 
challenge.  The team very much appreciated the welcome we received, the openness and 
honesty with which people engaged in the process and the support provided in the lead up 
to, and during the course of, the challenge.     
 
This was amongst the early corporate peer challenges delivered by the Local Government 
Association as part of the new approach to sector led improvement and was amongst the 
first to take place with a district council.  It is testimony to the drive and ambition of North 
Kesteven that the council commissioned the peer challenge so early on.   
 
Peer challenges are managed and delivered by experienced elected member and officer 
peers.  The peers who delivered the peer challenge were: 
 

• Jean Hunter, Chief Executive, South Cambridgeshire District Council 

• Councillor Christopher Knowles-Fitton, Conservative Leader of Craven District 
Council 

• Louise Fradd, Corporate Director (Communities), Bridgend County Borough Council  

• Neil Shaw, Programme 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 and transformation? 

� Are organisational capacity and resources focused in the right areas in order to 
deliver the agreed priorities? 

 
Within this you were keen for the team to focus on five themes which underpin the delivery 
of your current Corporate Plan.  These themes also encompass the guiding core questions 
of the corporate peer challenge: 
 

� Leadership (political and management) 

� Strategy and plans for delivery of priorities 
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� Organisational and change management capacity 

� Communication and engagement 

� Financial planning and management 

 
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 we were in North Kesteven and, in particular, 
expanding upon those areas that we highlighted as likely to benefit from some further 
attention.  This report sets out those findings.   
 

Executive summary 
 
In 2011 the council published a new three-year Corporate Plan which signalled a change 
in its direction.  The Plan recognises the challenging national financial public sector climate 
as well as a number of key longer-term demographic drivers in Lincolnshire.   Over the last 
year or so, the council has put in place a series of building blocks intended to safeguard its 
strategic future.  The Corporate Plan provides the strategic direction for the organisation, 
supported by a two year financial plan to achieve a revenue budget reduction in the region 
of £2m.  
 
The council has a number of recent achievements of which it can be rightly proud, 
including significant progress on major large-scale growth and regeneration projects like 
the Teal Park business park, the Sleaford Renewal Energy plant, very low crime rates, a 
series of successful housing, leisure and arts projects. 
 
The council has also evolved a series of shared service and joint working arrangements 
with other local authorities. 
 
The council’s aspiration is to significantly increase ‘local growth’ founded on large-scale 
job creation, housing development and infrastructure.  Internally, the council also has 
aspirations to transform service delivery.  Delivering this strategic agenda will require the 
council to embrace new ways of working particularly in relation to partnership working, 
project delivery and cross-service working.  
 
There is a need for a step change to deliver the ambition.  This will include exploring and 
determining future delivery models for services.  This ambition will require new skills and 
ways of working.  There will be a need for the council to up its pace and approach to 
match its strategic ambition.   
 
There is a need for greater clarity and coherence in the Corporate Plan.  This will mean 
revisiting the Plan and refining its improvement actions.  The Plan’s objectives and 
measures of success should be sharpened, prioritised and built around a clearer view of 
what ‘success’ looks like.  This should be underpinned by how projects are managed more 
consistently, with effective financial and performance management. 
 
The transformation agenda currently means a myriad of things to members and officers.  
Providing clarity on what the council means by transformation is important.  Delivering 
transformation will mean exploring shared services more robustly as a likely part of any 



 

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 

 

2 

necessary future financial reductions.  Effective and co-ordinated HR, Finance and IT will 
also be key elements of the transformation agenda.   
 
The council has a stable leadership base on which to draw.  Entering a new phase 
demands a different approach and appetite for difficult decisions.  Leadership needs to 
always fit the context and culture of the organisation.  This is against a backdrop of 
diminishing resources and key demographic trends.  As with other local authorities in this 
challenging position, senior members and officers will need to reflect as a matter of 
urgency on the most appropriate styles of leadership to deliver the growth strategy and 
transformation programme. 
 
This will also include strengthening corporate working and financial, performance and 
project management.  Moving from the current informal approach adopted with key 
partners, to a structured and assertive one will also be important. 
 
To match the strategic ambition the council will also need to change momentum.  This 
cultural change will place greater emphasis on characteristics such as accountability, 
persistence and challenge.  The council has some excellent opportunities which it can now 
exploit. 

 
Detailed findings 

 
In this section we reflect, in greater detail, the successes and challenges outlined by the 
team in the feedback they delivered on the final day of the peer challenge.   

 
Leadership 
 
Strengths 

� Well established and stable leadership team 

� Good relationships between senior officers and members 

� The Corporate Management Team is respected and seen as visible and 
accessible 

� The council is well regarded by external partner agencies and customers 
 
Future challenges 

� The council’s level of ambition for the future will require reflection on the most 
appropriate styles of leadership to deliver the growth strategy and transformation 
programme 

� Much greater clarity, focus and prioritisation will be necessary 

� Harness the enthusiasm of staff to deliver the Corporate Plan 

� Corporate and cross-cutting working needs to be strengthened and clarified e.g. 
on transformation, on demographic change and localism 

� Succession planning for senior members and officers  
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Strategy and plans for delivery of priorities 
 
Strengths 

� An established corporate planning process supported by service plans  

� Some shared services and joint working with partners e.g. legal, procurement, 
housing repairs, revenues and benefits and other opportunities are being 
considered e.g. waste and environmental health 

� A draft Joint Growth Plan has been produced which is underpinned by a Joint 
Planning Unit   

 
Future challenges 

� Define what ‘success’ looks like and how it will be measured 

� Make the Corporate Plan the core focus for the council.  Ensure the Plan is 
sharper and underpinned with effective and integrated project, performance, risk 
and financial management - establishing realistic and meaningful targets  

� Need to plan more effectively for the wider aspects of regeneration, linking the 
physical aspects with the economic and social elements 

 
Organisational and change management capacity 
 
Strengths 

� Lessons can be learned from existing shared services and joint working in 
moving forward  

� Staff understand and accept that the council needs to change and to ‘work 
differently’ 

� The current organisational culture is very positive and strong, a good base on 
which to build 

� Morale is reasonably good given the current national public sector uncertainty 
about the implications of funding reductions 

� Build on rising “stars” and change champions within the organisation 
 

Future challenges 

� There must be more clarity about what transformation means, how it will be 
delivered and what it will achieve in order that it supports the council’s vision and 
priorities and yields maximum benefits 

� Strengthen and integrate the ‘people’ agenda into the plan process – focus on 
taking staff on the transformation journey, reshaping the workforce and its skills 
and changing the culture of the organisation 

� A structured approach to project and performance management is needed for 
major projects. Thus making sure that they are: 

•  systematically scoped and evaluated; 

• value for money; and 
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• effectively led, managed and monitored with clear accountability for the 
delivery of the identified outputs and outcomes 

� Ensure the council has the right people, with the right skills in the right place 

� Core functions like finance, HR and IT need to work together and better support 
the transformation agenda 

 
Communication and engagement 
 
Strengths 

� The council can point to a number of areas where it engages well with local 
communities and service users, including; housing tenants and the young 
people 

� Communication within the council is generally well received 
 

Future challenges 

� Partner engagement and delivery is crucial to support the council’s ambitions 
moving forward 

� There is a need to communicate the ‘bigger picture’ around transformation with 
staff, members, partners and residents and to reinforce this communication on 
an ongoing basis 

� A more dynamic approach to communication will be required both internally and 
externally to match the council’s new ambition.  This will include an effective and 
ongoing marketing campaign to manage negative perceptions. 

 
Financial planning and management 
 
Strengths 

� There is a clear and achievable two-year plan to achieve a £2m revenue budget 
reduction 

� Significant savings have been delivered 

� The council has a track record of securing significant external funding for 
regeneration and community projects 

� Housing Revenue Account reform has been delivered effectively, with significant 
engagement 

 
Future challenges 

� A new and strengthened approach to financial management will be required to 
support the council’s ambitions, to manage strategic risks and to ensure 
effective use of declining resources.  This requires different skills and 
approaches 

� More effective medium to long term financial planning and modelling is required 
to manage longer term financial viability 

� Clearer and more meaningful targets will be necessary in order to ensure 
outcomes are delivered 
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� Future projects and proposed changes need to be based on sound business 
cases which are robustly discussed by senior officers and members 

 

Future direction and challenges 
 
North Kesteven’s ongoing drive to be innovative and the achievements of recent years 
provide a very solid basis for the council to tackle its future agendas.  We see five key 
strands to tackling the future challenges.  .   

 

Step change to deliver the ambition.  There is a need to explore and determine the most 
effective way of ensuring delivery of the Corporate Plan ambitions and actions what new 
skills and ways of working are required.  There is likely to be less emphasis on ‘traditional’ 
service delivery and more of a need for the council to up the pace and approach to match 
its strategic ambition.  There will be a greater draw on skills like change management, 
long-term financial planning and for officers to work more flexibly and corporately. 

 

Greater clarity and coherence to the Corporate Plan.  The Corporate Plan provides a 
solid foundation for the council.  However, there is a need to refine the Plan and its  
improvement actions.  This does not mean a fundamental and lengthy review or revision of 
the Plan.  Instead the Plan’s objectives and measures of success should be sharpened, 
built around a clearer view of what ‘success’ looks like.  This should be underpinned by 
how projects are managed more consistently, financial management and performance 
management. 

 

Delivering the transformation agenda.   The transformation agenda currently means a 
myriad of things to members and officers and is causing uncertainty within the 
organisation.  Providing must be the starting point, followed by clear and ongoing 
communications with members, staff, partners and residents.  It can include issues as 
diverse as involving communities in service delivery and localism through to re-
engineering services, sharing services with other providers and making better use of 
assets.  However, the key driver must be more effective and efficient services that will 
improve customer service and help to deliver the anticipated financial reductions.  

This will require new skills and ways of working, together with more dynamic 
communications suitable for a fast-moving and changing organisation.  As part of this 
approach, there will be a need to consider a more strategic approach to shared services in 
order to avoid fragmentation of services and to ensure clarity of purpose. 

 

Leadership and delivery of the council’s ambition.  In the new Corporate Plan, the 
council has signalled a change in its direction and a significant strengthening of its 
ambition to deliver.  This is against a backdrop of diminishing resources and key 
demographic trends.  As with other local authorities in this challenging position, senior 
members and officers will need to reflect as a matter of urgency on the most appropriate 
styles of leadership to deliver the growth strategy and transformation programme. 
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Driving cultural change.   Again, the council has many strengths to draw on it terms of its 
culture.  To match the strategic ambition the council will also need to change momentum.  
There needs to be a greater emphasis on characteristics such as accountability, 
persistence and challenge.  Overall, this will create an organisation with a ‘harder edge’ 
Members and senior officers are currently considering the offer of a follow up visit to 
facilitate further progress on the council’s improvement agenda. 
 
The peer team are also keen to ensure that the Leader of the Council, Cllr Mrs Brighton, 
has the opportunity to feed in her views to shape the final outcomes of the peer challenges 
(which she unfortunately was unable to do at the time of the peer challenge, due to 
illness). 
 
Finally, we would like to thank colleagues and members at North Kesteven District Council 
for their support in the lead up to the peer challenge and during the challenge itself.  The 
council embraced the challenge positively and constructively. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
Jean Hunter, Chief Executive, South Cambridgeshire District Council 
Lead Peer 


