
 

 

   

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Corporate Peer Challenge 
Borough of Poole Council  

 

4 – 7 April 2017 

 
Feedback Report  
 

 

 



 

1 
 

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: Mark Lloyd 

 

 
1. Executive Summary 
 

The Borough of Poole (BoP) has stable and determined political and managerial 

leadership.  The council’s leader and chief executive have created a positive 
foundation and are instrumental in driving plans forward for Future Dorset, combined 

authority working, and shared working with Bournemouth Borough Council (BBC). 
This has been key to developing a well-led council that maintains and continues to 
develop positive relationships with a wide range of stakeholders and groups. 

 

The council has made substantial savings in recent years whilst maintaining service 

delivery. It knows that in the long term this is not sustainable and through it’s’ ‘Poole 
2020’ focus and medium term financial plan, it is working with its communities, in 
respect of its current and future challenges. These include: managing fiscal 

pressures and increased demand on services, delivering the necessary regeneration 
and growth, moving forward on local government re-organisation and shared 

services.  
 

BoP’s councillors, senior officers and staff have a great pride in the borough and the 

council. This results in positive member and officer relationships, a collaborative 
style of engagement and a consensual and respectful culture. These attributes will 

be key to maintain, but also to build on through the significant changes, challenges 
and opportunities ahead.  
 

Members and officers are seeking to create resilient service provision and 
efficiencies. Plans for shared arrangements with BBC are beginning to move forward 

purposefully in a number of areas. However the council is tackling change across 
inter-related fronts which will require significant attention. BoP will need to plan 
across these programmes to ensure the necessary capacity in respect of skills, 

commercialisation, innovation and communication is in place so it takes advantage 
of the opportunities they collectively present.  

 
The council’s overall ambitions are sound and in terms of regeneration specifically, it 
aims to revitalise Poole Town Centre and bring into use several derelict, brownfield 

or non-optimised sites. These ambitions focus on the key issues of growth in the 
town to create employment and provision of market and affordable housing. There is 

a clear commitment to improve the infrastructure as evidenced by the Twin Sails 
Bridge and an attention to managing these investments so as to optimise them for 
the benefit of Poole as a place and the council. 

 
The range of projects underpinning the regeneration plans are strong, there is a 

clear political will to deliver them and there are officers working hard to achieve 
results. However, stakeholders we spoke with couldn’t always see or describe the 
relationship between these projects. The peer team also questioned whether there is 

sufficient capacity in place to deliver them within the timescales expected. The 
projects need to be knitted together more strongly and coherently into a vision and 

narrative for Poole the place and promoted as a vibrant story of positive change. The 
council is showing real leadership of place for Poole, the wider conurbation and 
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across Dorset, but has a very modest approach. In developing the vision, narrative 
and capacity described above, BoP will be demonstrating its’ championing of place.  

 
There are areas where BoP at a service level succeeds well in terms of change 

management. These include front line leisure, children’s, adults and environmental 
services, where we heard about innovative practices, achieving tangible benefits for 
the residents of Poole and financial savings for the council. However, we also found 

the council had a tendency to work more vertically in service areas than horizontally 
and collectively on major corporate and change programmes. Therefore the strength 

of Poole’s service ‘can do’ culture masks areas of weakness as it does not appear to 
systemize nor share such innovation proactively to maximize their benefits across 
the council as a whole.  

 
The council has a major asset in its flexible, loyal and dedicated staff – yet it is not 

sufficiently nurturing nor engaging with them. There remains a range of cultural, 
financial and organisational barriers which reinforce ‘silo working’. Focusing on 
priorities, reviewing delegations and appetite for risk, working to a clear change plan 

at pace, communicating well, utilising more effectively ‘systems thinking’ and 
organisational compliance tools are all examples of approaches that we would 

encourage the council to ‘hard-wire’ into their performance management 
arrangements.  If the council utilises such approaches with more discipline and rigor 
it will build the strong corporate culture which we believe is necessary to enhance 

the more local can-do, agile culture that appears to currently prevail.  
 

The council wants to communicate effectively with its stakeholders and we have 
described approaches where this has been successful, including ‘Poole 2020’. 
However, this need to be built upon as the council must improve in this area. This is 

especially so in relation to its own workforce, where a recent survey showed that 
71% of staff felt that change was not being managed well enough. In tackling this 

key issue it will be very important that there are clear aims and priorities 
underpinning the dissemination of messaging both internally and externally. This 
needs to be managed well, engaging staff, stakeholders and communities in a timely 

and targeted approach using the right channels.   
 

We left the council with six ‘touch stone’ words to build upon and exploit over the 
next 2-3 years. They were: Vision, Place, People, Pace, Focus and Talent. The 
council has significant capabilities and many strengths to draw upon. The peer 

team’s advice is to use those very evident strengths alongside these six key words 
as key drivers to chart the council’s course of change so that Borough of Poole 

achieves what it is eminently capable of.  
 

2. Key recommendations  
 

There are a range of suggestions and observations within the main section of the 
report that will inform some ‘quick wins’ and practical actions, in addition to the 
conversations onsite, many of which provided ideas and examples of practice from 

other organisations.  The following are the peer team’s key recommendations to the 
council. 
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 Develop a clear and consistent vision and narrative for Poole, the place and the 
council for the programme of change over the next 2-3 years, with and through 

partners and key stakeholders 
 

 Establish a clear vision and prioritised plan for the regeneration of Poole, 
highlighting the mutual interdependencies and emphasizing the community and 

economic benefits   
 

 Establish a sustainable change plan for the council over the next 2-3 years which 

addresses as a priority the following: 
 

o Reviewing leadership and programme management capacity to ensure it is fit for 
purpose  

o Enhancing capacity through a focus on council priorities and horizontal, cross 

cutting programmes to avoid silo working 
o Ensuring there is a  consistent, proactive and clear approach to managing 

communications internally and externally 
o The development of a robust workforce plan-including HR/OD and change  

aspects  

 

 
3. Summary of the Peer Challenge approach  

 

The peer team  

 
Peer challenges are delivered by experienced elected member and officer peers.  

The make-up of the peer team reflected your requirements and the focus of the peer 
challenge.  Peers were selected on the basis of their relevant experience and 

expertise and agreed with you.  The peers who delivered the peer challenge at 
Borough of Poole Council were: 
 

 Rob Tinlin - former Chief Executive, Southend-on-Sea Borough Council  

 Cllr Alan Jarrett - Leader, Medway Council    

 Laurie Bell - Associate Director Communities and Communications, Wiltshire 
Council  

 Anthony Payne - Strategic Director for Place, Plymouth City Council 

 Andy Vaughan - Corporate Director of Commercial and Operations Nottingham City 

Council  

 Jess Norman - Member Services Officer, Local Government Association (NGDP) 

 Paul Clarke, Challenge Manager, Local Government Association 

 
Scope and focus 

 
The peer challenge team considered five questions which form the core components 
looked at by all Corporate Peer Challenges cover - these are the areas we believe are 

critical to councils’ performance and improvement.  In addition BoP also asked the peer 
team for views in respect of their plans for regeneration (addressed within Leadership of 

Place) and approaches to managing change over the next two years as well as 
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communication and engagement (addressed within Organisational Capacity).  The five 
questions are: 

 
1. Understanding of the local place and priority setting: Does the council understand 

its local context and place and use that to inform a clear vision and set of 
priorities? 
 

2. Leadership of Place: Does the council provide effective leadership of place 
through its elected members, officers and constructive relationships and 

partnerships with external stakeholders?  
 

3. Organisational leadership and governance: Is there effective political and 

managerial leadership supported by good governance and decision-making 
arrangements that respond to key challenges and enable change and 

transformation to be implemented? 
 

4. Financial planning and viability: Does the council have a financial plan in place to 

ensure long term viability and is there evidence that it is being implemented 
successfully? 

 
5. Capacity to deliver: Is organisational capacity aligned with priorities and does the 

council influence, enable and leverage external capacity to focus on agreed 

outcomes?  
 

The peer challenge process 
 

It is important to stress that this was not an inspection.  Peer challenges are 

improvement-focussed and tailored to meet individual councils’ needs.  They are 
designed to complement and add value to a council’s own performance and 

improvement focus.  The peer team used their experience and knowledge of local 
government to reflect on the information presented to them by people they met, things 
they saw and material that they read. 

 
The peer team prepared for the peer challenge by reviewing a range of documents and 

information in order to ensure they were familiar with the council and the challenges it is 
facing.  The team then spent 4 days onsite at Borough of Poole, during which they: 
 

 Spoke to more than 170 people including a range of council staff together with 
councillors and external partners and stakeholders. 

 

 Gathered information and views from more than 50 meetings, visits to key sites 
in the area and additional research and reading. 

 

 Collectively spent more than 300 hours to determine their findings – the 

equivalent of one person spending more than 8 weeks in Poole.  
 

This report provides a summary of the peer team’s findings.  It builds on the feedback 
presentation provided by the peer team at the end of their on-site visit (4 – 7 April 2017).  
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In presenting feedback to you, they have done so as fellow local government officers 
and members, not professional consultants or inspectors.  By its nature, the peer 

challenge is a snapshot in time.  We appreciate that some of the feedback may be 
about things you are already addressing and progressing. 
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4. Feedback  
 

4.1 Understanding of the local place and priority setting  
 

The council has clearly stated its priorities, these are set out in its Corporate Strategy 
and include: health and wellbeing - especially of its most vulnerable, ensuring children 
and young people have the chance to achieve their potential, protecting and enhancing 

Poole’s environment and promoting economic growth and regeneration. Importantly, the 
council has also made decisions about what are not priorities and has communicated 

this well through the vehicle of ‘Poole 2020’. 
 
To help inform its priorities the council strives to have a good understanding of its 

community and uses a range of well-developed approaches to do so - including public 
consultation on key issues, such as the Local Plan (due for adoption Spring 2018) and 

its proactive ‘Engaging with Communities’ work from 2014. These and other approaches 
including research and intelligence, positively inform the council’s policy framework and 
provide a sound evidence base which underpin them. 

 
We found a strong political focus to ‘get things done’. There is a clear understanding 

within and across the council of the need to make real progress in the short to medium 
term against its priorities. This is important, as set against a backcloth of potential local 
government reorganisation across Dorset it means that the focus on Poole remains key. 

As the report outlines this does and will cause capacity issues but it also provides a 
useful reminder of the need to focus that capacity on delivering effectively through 

change. 
 
We found BoP to be self-aware. It is clear about the demand pressures for its residents 

and its own financial challenges. Importantly it also wants to seize opportunities for its 
communities. In doing so it is willing, able and focussed on working through 

partnerships. A good example, is its proactive partnership work across the health and 
social care system, which has been reflected in the broader system being named as a 
likely candidate to be an early adopter of the Accountable Care System approach with 

an emphasis on developing effective integration.  
 

This is a significant time of change within Poole and across Dorset. In such an 
environment we considered the council, with its partners would be wise to spend time 
developing a clearer vision for Poole as a place, most especially within the footprint of 

the wider conurbation and its rural hinterland. This is about a vision and narrative for 
Poole within a wider geographical area and will help articulate its identity, place, 

contribution and priorities, especially in the next 2-3 years more clearly and forcefully.  
 
It will also be important for both the perception of Poole as a place and that of the 

council to see real progress in relation to its priorities. In our view the recommendation 
above should help the council to articulate them better and then deliver them with 

purpose.  An example of this, in the opinion of the team is the need to ‘collectively’ 
define the plan for Poole’s town centre, High St, quayside, harbour and other areas. We 
saw plans for each of these but it was unclear how they collectively conspire to fit 

together to create a sustainable future for the town and council. 
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The council is a proactive partner and as previously highlighted, a purposeful leader of 
place. We were impressed to hear about the breadth of businesses within Poole and 

across the wider conurbation and also the range of vibrant local communities and the 
agencies supporting them. However, we had less of a sense of how well the collective 

strength of these stakeholders were combined with BoP.  Within the context of revisiting 
the vision, narrative and focus for place outlined, it struck us that there were potential 
benefits and capacity to be gained in exploring with these stakeholders how to 

maximise these strong partners and resources better.  
 

4.2 Leadership of Place 
 

The council’s political and managerial leadership is a purposeful driver for the ambitions 

for Poole and the wider Dorset area. They have been a key figurehead in helping 
progress arrangements for Dorset’s plans for a Combined Authority. They have also 

offered similar attributes in progressing more recent proposals in relation to ‘Future 
Dorset’ and ambitions in respect of Local Government Reorganisation (LGR) across the 
county area of Dorset. 

 
This renewed vigour and purpose around leadership of place is underpinned by clear 

ambitions from the council leader and her engaged and proactive cabinet. We saw a 
determination to see the delivery of outcomes in terms of the council’s priorities, notably 
in relation to the regeneration of Poole. Additionally, we were told by many that the 

leader of the council has worked tirelessly with her fellow council leaders of the 9 local 
authorities in Dorset to progress the plan to create two new unitary councils. That 

effective political leadership is complimented by a well-respected and trusted chief 
executive. Again, partners enthusiastically described how his calm, fair, pragmatic and 
trusting approach was a real strength. 

 
Developing a platform of trust amongst leaders is key to purposeful change. In respect 

of such change BoP is also progressing with plans, irrespective of LGR outcomes to 
continue to join up services with Bournemouth Borough Council (BBC) to deliver 
efficiencies, build resilience and extend influence. We witnessed first-hand the positive 

relationship between the two councils political and managerial leadership teams, we 
know that real progress is already being made in terms of joint working and believe this 

bodes well for the future change landscape.   
 

That same effective leadership is being shown across other dimensions and the council 

and its partners should celebrate this success more. Despite a challenging health and 
social care economy, progress being made at a Dorset STP level is positive. 

Furthermore, despite challenging economic times the council has helped both maintain 
and grow its business community which includes a significant range of national and 
multi-national companies. For example, the borough hosts Bournemouth University, it 

also hosts the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra in its very impressive arts centre. A 
reflection from the peer team was that we came across, indeed almost stumbled across, 

many examples of successful leadership of place, but we heard about them in often 
very low key ways, which is perhaps reflective of the council’s current style and culture.  
 

We would encourage the council to communicate its successes more loudly and clearly 
– thinking about it might more effectively promote its brand as a place and as a council 
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and be bolder in its approach to place shaping. In the short to medium term we believe 
the council would benefit from working more proactively with its partners to develop a 

clearer narrative to describe the change agenda – again some external stakeholders we 
spoke to were uncertain about the next steps, wondered what the council was doing as 

it waited to hear the outcome of the LGR submission etc. Clearly there are as one 
person described, ‘several ifs and buts’ in respect of this, but there are many things that 
are certain too and aspirations that would benefit from a strong reinforcement. 

 
Ambitions for Regeneration 

 

In 2015 the new administration positioned the town’s regeneration as being front and 
centre as one of its key priorities. The importance being placed upon this from the 

leader, through the 4 Place based portfolio holders, with the support and influence of 
the chief executive and strategic director, means this feels very real. This renewed 

emphasis is important as in reality this has been a council priority for much longer than 
2015. The council is, as one external stakeholder said; ‘really upping its game’. This will 
be important as it will require vision, commitment and capacity to see this through.  

 
There is evidence to suggest that the council’s ambitions can be realised as we had the 

opportunity to visit and hear about the range of plans and real potential in terms of sites 
and projects. For example, Dolphin Shopping Centre plans signals £11.4m investment 
from Legal and General and the Council and will herald a far better leisure, food and drink 

offer in an attractive environment. We also visited the former power station site and heard 
about the plans for significant housing provision on what has historically been a very 

difficult site to develop. Furthermore there remains a real commitment from the council in 
terms of delivering affordable homes using its own land with 120 new affordable homes 
delivered since 2012. 

 
The council is a key driver for creating the environment and infrastructure to help 

promote regeneration. The successful Business Improvement District, stimulated by the 
council’s hard work to garner support, includes over 500 businesses and stretches from 
the Lighthouse to the Quay to connect the waterfront to the busy Dolphin Shopping 

Centre. The commitment to infrastructure is very visible with the iconic Twin Sails 
Bridge which is helping unlock the brownfield land housing potential already referred to. 

Indeed the council secured over £23m through the Dorset LEP for four major transport 
schemes to improve access into and around the Port of Poole and the town centre. All 
of these things means that BoP is clearly focussing on delivering economic growth, 

housing and jobs for the town and wider area. 
 

Work has been undertaken with external support to understand viability gaps and 
properly target the delivery of the council’s regeneration priorities. The council has 
shown it is willing to tackle real challenges in terms of site development. It is also 

showing that it will contribute its own sites, both within and outside the town centre, to 
create viable development propositions and will be moving through master-planning and 

market sounding prior to a decision being taken on an appropriate delivery vehicle.  
 
The council is creating a renewed focus to drive forward its plans for regeneration. To 

compliment these refreshing approaches to unlock development there has been a 
recent restructure internally of Place based staff which has brought together a number 
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of functions. The first phase of this has established a Growth and Infrastructure service 
unit, bringing together the planning, transport, engineering and economic development 

functions. This will really help the focus move from discreet services to collectively 
delivering priorities and is to be welcomed. However, the council should reassess its 

allocation of resources for regeneration and economic development to deliver the 
political ambition to see real and visible work coming ‘out of the ground in the next two 
years’. This should include smaller, visible quicker wins projects which result in visible 

delivery for community whilst still working on the established big projects. 
 

As such the peer team viewed that the council’s regeneration plans were individually good 
but would benefit from a renewed strategic focus and drive. The collective range of 
projects, in our view needs a clear over-arching vision for the town with an unequivocal 

commitment to growth and the benefits it brings for communities and their quality of life, 
but also the benefits to business growth and as a consequence council income.   

 
To help with the above and given the council’s imperatives in relation to regeneration 
our advice is that it develops a coherent plan owned by members and officers that 

provides clarity about its short, medium and longer term priorities and works to realise 
tangible delivery outcomes. To inform this we have a number of observations and 

challenges for it to consider and reflect upon: 
  

 Whether there is sufficient regeneration experience/capability within the existing 

team to support the director to more effectively deliver this key council priority? 
 

 Aligned to the above, how is the wider council supporting and working with the 
service in terms of its influence over key drivers for change, for example land 

assets, capital resources etc. so that real change can be made at the pace 
required? 
 

 The team suggests there could be benefits in establishing specific relationship 
management arrangements for big key developers and investors, speaking in 

‘business to business terms’, with specific aims to unblock and drive forward 
schemes 
 

 The team also suggests that there is clarity around the financial commitments to 
see the plan through and clear links to the council’s overall financial strategies 

and plans  
 

4.3 Organisational leadership and governance 

 

A recurring but important theme of this report is the very positive influence of the 

council’s leadership. This is evidenced through: the ‘Future Dorset’ plans, how 
partners time and again - across the board described that BoP were ‘a partner of 
choice’ and how the current positive working at a senior political and managerial 

level between BoP and BBC. In a changing environment all of the attributes referred 
to are strong examples of effective leadership and will be key to hold on to. 
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We were accompanied on a visit around the borough by a range of the council’s 
cabinet members. They are, along with the leader, a relatively new but ambitious 

political leadership team that is passionate about Poole and clearly intent on 
delivering positive change. We found that as a cabinet they were empowered, took 

their training and development very seriously, were keen to be the best they can and 
on the ground were working collaboratively with the wider conservative group at the 
council – all of this provides a real strength of leadership. 

 
The peer team felt that within the officer leadership there are strong and well 

respected leaders right across the council. Although this peer challenge focus was 
on growth, regeneration and change it is very clear that many services right across 
the board are achieving good outcomes based upon effective leadership which 

results in enhanced performance and innovation. For example, in children’s services 
and social care where we know they are leading positive change – the trialing of new 

front of house arrangements in adult social care to better manage demand 
pressures and the recorded improvement in school performance across the borough 
evidencing this.   

 
Unsurprisingly, given what has been described we found very positive member and 

officer relationships. People where individually and collectively clear around roles 
and responsibilities and there was a high level of mutual respect.  
 

There are issues to address in terms of the leadership of change which are dealt 
with later in this report. However, a key issue to highlight here is the need to 

communicate with staff better over the changes happening or planned. When we 
spoke with staff they told us they felt less informed and engaged that they thought 
they should be. At the time of our visit, the announcement expected in respect of 

LGR had not occurred, yet the staff we spoke with felt the council wasn’t proactive in 
keeping them appraised. Likewise some staff knew about the range of recent and 

planned shared management posts across BoP and BCC – others were unaware. 
Our messages are clear – fill potential voids in strategic messaging to staff with 
timely, regular and informed communication tailored for their intended audience.  

 
We believe that the council has a tendency to work more vertically than horizontally 

and it needs to do both – especially at a time of change. The leadership of the 
council is aware of these ‘silo’ limitations and as it addresses the management of 
change, it needs to be more active in delivering those key top down messages and 

establish clarity around its expectations in terms of priorities and working across the 
council more effectively to achieve them. If left unaddressed this issue will hinder 

and slow progress.  
 
The council needs to make good decisions as it delivers change – in part this is 

about instilling pace but it’s also about having a sound performance culture to inform 
this. We certainly saw performance reporting and monitoring in place and the range 

of elements which combined deliver a performance management system. However, 
we feel strongly that this needs more rigor, especially now, what we referred to as 
ensuring a ‘golden thread’ from council priorities to individual objectives is in place 

and ensuring that these are ‘hard- wired’ throughout the performance framework of 
the council. For the present that rigor needs greater application as we found 
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organisational expectations around some key elements of performance – briefings, 
appraisal, target setting and reviews as examples not as strong as they should be.  

 
The ‘can do’ core value that the council holds dear is well and truly in existence. We 

found many examples of excellent local or service based initiatives that reflect this – 
people are empowered to, as one stakeholder said, ‘get on with things’. This is 
positive, but despite these examples of good local decision making we found less 

capturing of this for the benefit of the council as a corporate body. Our reflection was 
the council was only ‘agile in parts’ and it will be an important task through change 

that such practice and learning is captured and used more effectively.  
 
We found a very respectful and personable culture in existence in BoP - this is a 

significant strength and one to be built upon. However, we suggest that the council 
may well benefit from more internal challenge. This is about challenging each other 

proactively through change so that the strategic decision making process already 
referred to has, as one stakeholder described, ‘more grit in the oyster’. In the view of 
the peer team such internal challenge will help as once decisions are agreed, the 

council will be more able to champion the change, hold each other to account and 
through establishing clear expectations around organisational compliance remove 

potential barriers for change.  
 

4.4 Financial planning and viability 

 

Poole has a good track record of financial planning and control. Its external audit 

opinion is positive, and we saw evidence of a control regime in terms of finance that 
was fit for its current purpose. It has coped well with austerity having absorbed 
between 2010 and 2017 a cumulative reduction in government grant funding of 

£24.7m. Changes in service pressures and demands, especially in children’s and 
adult services over recent years have seen spend in these areas move from 53% of 

the council’s spend in 2008 to what is estimated to be 75% by 2020. As such, the 
mix of grant reduction and service pressures results in £23.4m of savings to be 
made for the period 2017-20, as identified in the council’s Medium Term Financial 

Plan (MTFP). 
 

There is a good MTFP in place and the focus on ‘Poole 2020’ has really helped the 
council to admirably plan, structure and importantly tell the story of the budget 
challenges and opportunities. The council is currently using reserves to help smooth 

this transition through challenging financial times but it knows that is not sustainable in 
the long term. In such an environment the administration is taking difficult political 

decisions, for example increasing council tax, applying the maximum adult social care 
precept, increasing car parking charges, closing toilets and in some areas deprioritising 
services. The cabinet is also providing a strong steer to encourage BoP to become 

increasingly commercial and actively generate more income, for example through 
developing property investment portfolio, purchasing an industrial estate to develop 

income stream as well as its in-sourcing approach in respect of grounds maintenance. 
 
All of the above, coupled with the efficiencies and resilience gained by sharing 

management and services with BBC is delivering real savings and means that in the 
medium term the council remains financially viable. It has active plans in place to 
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address the £23m plus savings that it has to make over the next 3 years and at 
present has a plan in place to deliver £17m of these. 

 
Given its good track record the council is already assessing how it will deliver the 

£6m of savings that still to be found. However, it will be important that those plans 
are established in the short term to allow for their effective delivery given the 
continued inevitable demands; for example, adults and children’s pressures that will 

impact on the council’s overall budget. 
 

We believe the council might still be able to lever greater financial benefits. It 
became clear to us that in certain areas the council was not fully aware of its costs 
and spend. An example of this (given that one area of focus of the peer challenge 

was communications) we couldn’t with any certainly define what the overall council 
spend was on communication activities and what activity was actually taking place 

and the value of such activity. This reinforces the points made earlier in respect of 
managing around priorities, horizontally as well as vertically, and in this case by 
doing so the council we believe would have a better sense and control over spend.   

 
There are further opportunities to now make better linkages between the council’s 

priorities and the MTFP. For example, there is an increasing priority on growth, 
regeneration and generating income. In such an environment we considered that the    
 

The council has been using its reserves to smooth transition, which it knows is 
unsustainable into the longer term. The council is building upon its approaches to 

investment, commercialisation and income generation which is very positive but the 
team were not clear whether the existing or planned approaches will sufficiently 
‘bridge’ the financial gaps it is forecasting into the future.  We suggest that the 

council reviews and recalibrates its corporate appetite for risk to encourage and 
facilitate innovation and new approaches to delivery, especially from the very centre 

of the organisation, and then ensures that all parts of the council embrace and adopt 
that single approach to risk. In such an environment we advised that the council 
looks at the balance between what is ‘business as usual’, what is transition and what 

is or could be truly transformational. We felt that the transformation plans were 
lagging somewhat and largely residing in the potential for the new unitary councils 

and feel this would benefit from review.   
 

4.5 Capacity to deliver 

 

The BoP has shown it is both purposeful and resilient. We heard it variably 

described as an ‘agile and lean council which gets on’ or as a ‘can do council which 
delivers’. Either way it has built and sustained itself, in capacity terms, by using its 
ingenuity and its responsiveness, to chart a course through austerity and has a clear 

plan into the medium term. 
 

As a consequence of the above we saw evidence of good service delivery, whether 
that was in leisure and culture, waste and recycling, economic development or 
adults and children’s services. There are impressive outcomes in terms of 

performance metrics and customer satisfaction. We were privileged to meet with 
many clearly very talented staff, who are dedicated to Poole the place and BoP the 
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council. There are people who we met with who feel clearly empowered to try new 
things, test things out, experiment and learn, and we met some who would be willing 

to take on new challenges and to contribute positively to the transformation plans. All 
of this is really very positive and the challenge as described already is to embed the 

service culture and ‘can do’ approach across the council.  
 
The council has created significant capacity through its joint approach with BBC to 

share management positions and services. It has done this organically and 
iteratively to date but as the momentum for this develops, so does the pace, 

structure and focus. This is important as the practice to date has created credibility 
and confidence and from this a more strategic, determined and structured approach 
now needs to be adopted. This needs to be done soon, as there was a sense from 

some people we spoke with that there was the potential, if not managed well, that 
valuable capacity could be lost in the areas where it is most needed. The 

development of a clear, coherent (albeit constantly evolving) dedicated workforce 
and communication and engagement plan will be beneficial in such circumstances.  
 

Some of the key systems and approaches to help build capacity through change 
were not as honed as they might be and are creaking. There are clearly current 

issues about recruitment and retention that require attention, this is in respect of 
both the shared arrangements with BBC, but the council needs to remain resilient as 
it prepares and progresses towards the range of changes it is facing. This will 

require the development of an effective change plan with clarity about the HR, OD 
and workforce elements to inform and sustain the council through the next 2-3 years. 

 
Management of change 
 

The relatively new political and managerial leadership team is seeking to revitalise 
BoP. They have provided a renewed confidence and focus for an organisation that 

as a stakeholder told us ‘…until recently struggled and treaded water for quite some 
time’. The council’s new priorities, the focus on LGR, a determined senior officer 
team and a cabinet committed to delivering tangible outcomes are all collectively 

creating an impetus for change and importantly putting BoP in a better position to 
manage this effectively. 

 
The current chief executive and some officers have previous experience having 
seen the unitary council being established in 1997 – this organisational change 

knowledge and insight especially in terms of LGR will help the council over the next 
2-3 years. The council has also added some capacity in terms of its senior team and 

introduced some core tools and approaches to help manage change - it will need 
more of both, but a start has been made. Importantly, for the present at least many 
of the council’s front line services are being well maintained and in some cases 

performance and output are increasing. This is impressive right now and what will be 
equally important is the council keeps a real focus on ensuring ‘business as usual’ 

services continue to deliver in this way. This is why our suggestion about 
reinvigorating performance management is important. 
 

A clear message from the peer team is about robust narrative which describes the 
vision for place, for the council as an organisation and clearly articulates the 
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direction of travel. Given the range of potentially different structural outcomes we 
appreciate that this isn’t straightforward but ironically communicating complexity 

requires a greater focus on clear and consistent messaging – this is what the council 
must attend to.  

  
The council would be wise to review its message across the multiple change 
programmes that we have described. The council’s staff fully appreciate the 

complexities involved, but they feel (or many we spoke to did) that messaging 
around each element and the overall picture needs to significantly improve. This is 

borne out by the recent wellbeing survey – which reported that 71% of staff consider 
that change is not well managed.  We found that an energy for change was still very 
apparent and some staff are eager to help and dedicate time to what’s needed. In 

such an environment it is crucial that the council responds by establishing a clear 
programme to manage change and proactively engage staff.   

 
In getting the communication messages right, the council should also attend to one 
of the other key messages we have identified for change. That is the council should 

provide a real focus to develop a more coherent and consistent ‘golden thread’ in 
terms of performance management. Again, we found that some core aspects of this 

including appraisals, staff briefings, etc. were not always being delivered to the 
standard the council would expect, and it would be wise to review and safeguard 
those key elements of performance management.  

 
Communications and engagement 

 
The council knows that communicating a coherent storyline on its vision, priorities, 
commitments and work is vital and is seeking to ‘up its game’ in terms of this. The 

effort and outcomes from the ‘Future Dorset’ work demonstrates the potential that 
planned and focused communication can have on a change programme – and BoP 

has had a key influence on this. Furthermore, we have already in this report 
described the effectiveness of the approach and articulation of Poole 2020.  
 

In addition to these ‘programmes’ there are a many good  examples around 
consultation and engagement that BoP can evidence to show that it can apply itself 

to ensure that it builds a range of stakeholders views, opinions, expectations etc. 
into its priorities and policy setting. However, that same determination, resource, 
focus and capacity that has underpinned some of the above needs to be applied 

consistently and regularly; particularly in relation to the change programmes. The 
council would benefit from an informed and coherent communications plan to ensure 

it is proactive and firing on all fronts. 
 
The peer team didn’t get a clear sense that the critical area of communication and 

reputation management was being championed and robustly led as it should be. We 
have made reference to a whole range of very positive council priorities, plans, 

interventions but have equally outlined that it took us sometime to unearth them. It is 
clear that the council is delivering successful outcomes and has much to celebrate 
and promote, but its approach is too reactive and proactive messages are not 

making the impact that they could and should. 
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The council needs to give consideration to both its image and reputation. 
Stakeholders we spoke with were unclear as to how it intends to promote itself, for 

example as ambitious, professional, business like etc.  It was clear that insufficient 
time had gone into either questioning or reviewing the brand management of the 

council. We advise that the brand is discussed and agreed and from that the council 
is seen and promoted in these terms in everything it does. This means embedding 
this into its communication and reputation management at every visible opportunity; 

reception areas, livery, public meeting rooms and areas, all publicity and promotional 
items (lanyards, uniforms) etc.  

 
A clear recommendation of the peer team is that the council develops at pace a 
consistent, proactive and clear approach to managing its communications internally 

and externally and the paragraphs below in respect of internal and external 
communication add weight to this. 

 
In terms of internal messaging, we found there was an over reliance on electronic 
channels to communicate; in particular ‘The Loop’ as the main channel for this. ‘The 

Loop’ does not currently prioritise corporate news or messages and key communication 
is sometimes hard to find. It is assumed that everyone is informed if they are accessing 

and reading it and that is a weakness. 
 
There is a range of other approaches to promote communication, including the chief 

executives blog and newsletters from HR as examples – all of these are positive 
interventions but do not reflect a structured, coherent and managed approach. 

Likewise, there has been ‘Road Shows’ where the chief executive and leader have 
been met with staff to deliver key messages and these have been welcomed and well 
attended. Given the programme of change and potential uncertainty, the opportunity for 

further face to face and/or use of video briefings to engage with staff, as key 
stakeholders for the council, is something that should be built upon.  

 
In relation to external communication the peer team does not feel that council’s website 
is being used as a powerful channel for communicating or engaging with visitors to the 

site. This is a good time to reflect on this as the website is currently being reviewed and 
updated. We had five key questions/challenges in respect of this review: 

 

 The peer team did not consider that the existing website was a strong front 
window into the council reflecting the organisation and its ambitions and vision. 

The message around ‘Poole 2020’ is not at the forefront and could be presented 
and promoted in a more user friendly way.  

 The website should reflect the council’s brand and what it stands for; as 
previously mentioned. 

 Does the council want the website to also be a news portal? We heard about the 

difficulties in promoting the council’s key messages in the community; 
particularly in the local newspaper (Bournemouth Echo), yet its own channel that 

reaches many residents is underutilised as a key news portal and information 
channel. This should be looked at as part of the review and launch of a new 

website.  

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: Mark Lloyd 

 

16 

 The council would be advised to revisit its principles in terms of the website; 
particularly the impact through design and how it manages the important mix of 

transactions, news and information updates, and to create a news portal. Our 
sense was that there was an emphasis on the website being predominantly 

transactional at the expense of being an effective communication, information 
and reputation management tool.  

 The council could strengthen its use of social media channels to enhance its 

communication and engagement. In some ways this was reflective of the general 
approach to communication – that it adopts a reactive approach, is quite good in 

a crisis, but wasn’t proactive or planned in strategically positioning the council to 
its target audiences and key stakeholders. 

 
That lack of strategic intent was evident to the peer team in relation to marketing and 
branding too. We felt that the branding of BoP was not as prioritised and maximised 

as it could be. A small but telling example is that we felt BoP wasn’t using its own 
buildings and space to strengthen some of its strong messages and ambitions that is 

seeking to promote – a real opportunity missed – but, one that could be easily and 
effectively actioned. 
 

Our reflection on communication and how it could be improved is perhaps a good 
example of the impact of silo structures and thinking we have previously referred to. 

The communication and marketing functions are not centralised, which means that 
opportunities to reduce spend, align budgets and agree campaigns and monitor the 
impact and value of spend was being lost as a consequence. The responsibilities for 

managing different elements of communication across the council including the 
website and intranet, is held in different parts of the organisation where there will be 

competing priorities, timescales and clarity regarding the corporate messages and 
key timely information that needs to be published. To help with this we suggest that 
communication – its role and function, is seen as a core driver for change and 

should advise at the early stage of strategic planning and decision making in the 
council, especially through the change programme.  

 
Overwhelmingly the view was that the council consistently undersells its success 
and activities. In positioning the council and the place there are many channels and 

options the peer team believe are available and would advise the council to reflect 
on, for example: 

 

 It is suggested that successes and achievements form a clear forward 
focusing calendar of communication that includes messages, meetings, 

events, campaigns, decisions and policy changes. This should be proactive 
and used to shift the organisation to be a publisher of its news and activities 

to all its various stakeholders. 
 

 An informed and engaged workforce leads to ambassadors and positive 

messengers.  
 

 Informed and engaged residents’ leads to increased satisfaction, reduced 
complaints and more activity and volunteering in local communities.  
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 Effective communication and marketing underpins reputation and how an 

organisation is seen. The Borough of Poole has lots to communicate and 
promote and its positioning and reputation are vital at this time. 

 
 

5. Next steps  

 
Immediate next steps  

 

We appreciate you will want to reflect on these findings and suggestions with your 

senior managerial and political leadership in order to determine how the council wishes 
to take things forward.  
 

As part of the peer challenge process, there is an offer of further activity to support this. 
The LGA is well placed to provide additional support, advice and guidance on a number 

of the areas for development and improvement and we would be happy to discuss this. 
Andy Bates, Principal Adviser is the main contact between your authority and the Local 
Government Association (LGA). His contact details are: 07919562849 

andy.bates@local.gov.uk 
  

In the meantime we are keen to continue the relationship we have formed with you and 
colleagues through the peer challenge. We will endeavour to provide additional 
information and signposting about the issues we have raised in this report to help inform 

your ongoing consideration.  
 

Follow up visit  

 
The LGA peer challenge process includes a follow up visit. The purpose of the visit is to 

help the Council assess the impact of the peer challenge and the progress it has made 
against the areas of improvement and development identified by the peer team. It is a 
lighter-touch version of the original visit and does not necessarily involve all members of 

the original peer team. The timing of the visit is determined by the council. Our 
expectation is that it will occur within the next 12-24 months.  
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