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Lawrence Conway
Chief Executive
South Lakeland District Council
South Lakeland House
Lowther Street
Kendal
LA9 4DQ

13 February 2014

Dear Lawrence

South Lakeland District Council – Corporate Peer Challenge
27 – 30 January 2014

On behalf of the peer team, I would like to say what a pleasure and privilege it was to
be invited into South Lakeland District Council to deliver the recent corporate peer
challenge as part of the Local Government Association (LGA) offer to support sector led
improvement.

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 South Lakeland
were:

 Steve Atkinson – Chief Executive, Hinckley & Bosworth Borough Council
 Councillor Howard Sykes – Oldham Metropolitan Borough Council
 Alan Kirkham – Service Director ICT & Projects, Wakefield Council
 Steve Ingram – Assistant Director, Environment, Growth & Planning,

Huntingdonshire District Council
 Gesche Schmid – Local Government Association
 Jill Emery - Peer Challenge Manager, Local Government Association

Scope and focus of the peer challenge

All corporate peer challenges consider the following five core questions:

1. Understanding of the local context and priority setting: Does the Council
understand its local context and has it established a clear set of priorities?
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2. 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?

3. Political and managerial leadership: Does the Council have effective political and
managerial leadership and is it a constructive partnership?

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

5. Organisational capacity: Are organisational capacity and resources focused in
the right areas in order to deliver the agreed priorities?

In addition you asked the peer team to provide observations and feedback on:

 economic regeneration and your plans to deliver this key priority and
 how best to utilise Information Technology to design and deliver better services

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 to ensure they were familiar with the Council and the challenges it is facing.
The team then spent 4 days on-site at South Lakeland, during which they:

 Spoke to more than 80 people including a range of Council employees together
with Councillors, external partners and stakeholders.

 Gathered information and views from more than 35 meetings and additional
research and reading.

 Collectively spent more than 200 hours to determine their findings – the
equivalent of one person spending more than 6 weeks in South Lakeland.

This letter provides the peer team’s findings. It builds on the feedback presentation
provided by the peer team at the end of their onsite visit (27th – 30th January 2014).
This letter provides a summary of the peer team’s findings. 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. We hope the feedback provided will help stimulate further
debate and thinking especially around economic development and IT.



3

Summary of feedback: overall observations and messages

We saw and heard that South Lakeland is a special place but that it comes with its own
particular issues. The impact of high house prices and lower wages, the large number
of visitors to the area, the ageing population and the additional planning constraints in
the National Parks all create an environment that can, at times be challenging. There
are high levels of customer satisfaction and your work with GlaxoSmithKline, Kendal
College and other businesses is already promoting both skills and investment in the
district.

You have recently reviewed the Council Plan and this is broadly shared by all political
parties. The aim to create 1000 new jobs and 1000 affordable rental homes is now the
key priority for the Council. This recognises the need to grow the economy but also to
attract and retain people in the district.

The Council benefits from strong leadership at both political and managerial level and
this is recognised both internally and externally to the Council. This is a well managed
authority where senior managers are visible and approachable and employees are
motivated and committed to deliver positive outcomes for the people, businesses and
visitors to South Lakeland. You have managed the financial challenges well and you
have clear strategies and plans in place to deliver your priorities. You have also
recognised the need to identify a range of options if there are unforeseen changes to
the financial position.

South Lakeland District Council is well regarded by its partners and you show a real
commitment to positive partnership working. We heard that one of your strengths is
‘being there’ at partnership meetings. Your approach to partnership working has
ensured that the priorities of the Council are well known to partners. You are rightly
pleased that your Local Plan has been approved and a range of strategies are now in
place to deliver your priorities. The emphasis now needs to be on delivery.

One issue that came out strongly and consistently in our meetings was that there is too
much time and effort spent on non-strategic detail and process. If the Council wants to
move swiftly and benefit from innovation then there is a real need to review processes
and decision making. This applies to the political, but also the managerial environment.
We recognised that this is partly due to the long history of no overall political control of
the Council but lessons can be learned from this. It is now time to let go and move
forward

Summary of feedback: current performance, ability and capacity to deliver future
ambitions

Political and Managerial Leadership

The Council has strong political and managerial leadership who work well together.
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South Lakeland District Council is pro-active in communicating the needs of the district
and its communities in other forums. The Leader is currently a very effective member of
the Cumbria Local Enterprise Partnership and this has ensured engagement and wider
endorsement by partners in South Lakeland’s priorities.

The Council is beginning to develop a national profile through the work of the Leader
and the Chief Executive at various forums e.g. District Council Network, LGA meetings
and the Chief Executive’s regular column in the Municipal Journal. Senior managers are
also engaged in professional networks both nationally and regionally. The Council has
had a number of restructures in recent years, but a period of relative stability is now
envisaged which would be welcomed by employees.

The Council Plan has been updated to ensure that it accurately reflects political
priorities and ambition and this has broad political support. Recent changes to the role
of portfolio holders also reflect the redefined priorities of the Council. The Leader has
ensured that these priorities and ambitions are considered in the wider context of the
Local Enterprise Partnership and other key partnerships.

Members have been engaged in a wide range of development opportunities that have
helped them in their roles. This should continue to have a high priority to meet changing
demands and encourage enhanced team working, reflecting the developments amongst
Managers, especially where a number of portfolio holders are responsible for a key
priority area.

There is a tendency for some decisions, both political and managerial to take more time
than may be necessary. Opportunities will arise which will benefit from the acceptance
of an element of calculated risk. A streamlining of internal processes based on and
supported by suggestions from Managers will also encourage speed, innovation and
engagement.

Governance and Decision Making

You have recently reviewed the performance management framework (January 2014)
which follows the Plan – Do – Review approach. It is now clearly aligned to the four key
priorities in the Council Plan. Performance is managed on a quarterly basis by the
Overview and Scrutiny Committee. Reports will adopt a scorecard approach and this
should provide relevant information on the priority areas. As the new framework has just
been introduced we were unable to see how it will work in practice, but the potential is
positive and we encourage managers to ensure that this potential is met in practice.

Although the Scrutiny process has a role in the management of the Council’s
performance, it has the potential to add greater value by being more forward looking.
Scrutiny could be particularly beneficial in the constructive shaping of policy
development. The current arrangement does enable Scrutiny to look at new policies but
this is at the end of the process rather than being engaged in their development. We are
conscious that the structure and process of Scrutiny has been refreshed but the
question we posed to you was – ‘is it sharp enough?’ By this we mean that the process
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might benefit from greater focus on a smaller number of key priority issues and pieces
of information, rather than gathering and attempting to analyse vast amounts of data,
much of which may be largely irrelevant. The saving of time and effort in collection and
analysis could be significant.

This point highlights a continual thread throughout the challenge: the way that both
members and managers can be distracted by too much detail. This may be due to lack
of clarity around the purpose of reports, processes to progress ideas from employees or
too much emphasis being put on detail by members. It is important, therefore, to stress
that members have set the strategic direction of the Council and need to ensure that
priorities are being delivered. However, the way priorities are delivered is a function of
management and it is the responsibility of managers to ensure that priorities are
translated into the right actions to deliver those priorities. A strategic overview by
members is integral, indeed essential to their role but the unnecessary involvement of
members at operational level can impact on resources and capacity and slow down
delivery.

We found that both members and managers are involved in a range of meetings which
are both time and resource intensive. You may want to look at the way meetings are
arranged and structured, especially those between members and managers to ensure
that there is a specific focus and all interested parties are involved in one meeting rather
than in a number of smaller, separate and unconnected meetings.

Understanding of local context and priority setting

Information from a range of sources has been used to develop and update the Council
Plan. This includes Cumbria’s Joint Strategic Health Assessment 2012-2015, the
Cumbria Business Survey and customer feedback. There has been a deliberate change
to the Plan from ‘Corporate’ to ‘Council’ to make this meaningful for the people of South
Lakeland. The plan now reflects redefined political priorities. The challenge now for the
Council is in the delivery of the plan and meeting the target of 1000 new jobs and 1000
affordable homes for rent. This priority has been well-communicated across the Council,
district and the region.

One area we did question was how the Council will evaluate and respond to new,
unexpected and emerging demands. You are comfortable with a mix of delivery models
and this has been demonstrated by the transfer of public toilets and tourist information
centres to other providers. However, resources are finite and there may be occasions in
the future where difficult decisions need to be made by members to stop providing
certain services.

The One South Lakeland Partnership Board has a role in ensuring the delivery of the
shared long term outcomes for the area by means of sharing and aligning the business
plans of major partners. Although partners are engaged and there is scope to pool
budgets/share plans, delivery of the outcomes is not yet apparent. We pose the
question to you: Are the arrangements in place for One South Lakeland actually
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delivering? We suggest that you review this and, if they are not, the Council needs to
promote and support more action-orientated arrangements.

Financial Planning & Viability

In line with all local authorities, South Lakeland District Council has experienced
significant reductions in funding. Net expenditure has reduced from £19.4m in 2010/11
to £13.1m for 2013/14. You carried out a number of service reviews in 2011 and looked
at over 40 services as part of this, challenging methods of delivery. This has resulted in
savings of £1.182m rising to £3m by 2017/18. The Council also transferred its housing
stock to South Lakes Housing and entered into shared service arrangements with Eden
for IT and a shared management structure for Revenues and Benefits. The current and
medium term financial position, therefore, appears to be robust.

As a result of your financial position you have no immediate need for prudential
borrowing. However, you have also recognized that there are potential financial risks
and you have identified a range of savings options that are ready or currently being
investigated for implementation, should they be required. We were impressed with the
methodology for the identified savings and the use of a traffic light ranking system for
each one.

One of the big issues for the Council is that of car parking charges. The Council quite
rightly recognises that a balance has to be struck between income generation and the
impact upon local businesses and tourism. There has been a great deal of discussion,
consultation and analysis by the Overview and Scrutiny Committee around this issue,
but the Council now needs to make a decision on how it wants car parking charging to
fit into the overall economic, environmental and social strategy and communicate this
decision to partners and the public, to ensure that everyone understands the rationale.

Organisational Capacity

Throughout our visit we met with a range of employees and saw that morale is generally
good. This is a Council employees are proud to work for and they are encouraged to be
ambassadors for the Council. The Council is experiencing a period of stability in terms
of its workforce and this has had a positive impact on employees.

Employee development is well resourced and appreciated by employees. The recent
motivational training based on S.U.M.O (Shut up, Move On) is clearly having an impact
and employees are referring to this when dealing with issues at work. You have plans to
move on to the next stage of this training. The appraisal scheme has been reviewed
and links into the Performance Management Framework. Feedback on its operation is
currently being collated. In November you were awarded the Bronze award for Investors
in People and are currently working towards silver.

You have trained managers to pro-actively manage sickness absence, which has
resulted in sickness levels reducing to 6.49 days which is below the national average for
local government. This will have a positive impact on both capacity and morale.
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It is impressive that you have created opportunities to deliver savings which have not
significantly affected capacity and services. Our concern is that there may be times
when capacity needs to be increased in specific areas in order to deliver your priorities.
We suggest that you make increased use of time-limited project teams and flexible
resourcing, as you did successfully with the delivery of the Local Plan.

Shared services are being delivered in some areas but this has been on an ad-hoc
basis, as and when an opportunity arose. This has been a laudable approach, which
has increased capacity and delivered improvements. We think your approach to shared
services could be enhanced by adopting a strategic framework. This will enable you to
assess the benefits and risks of any proposed shared service arrangement against a
set of criteria, before undertaking more detailed and time-consuming work. This will give
you the freedom to partner with a range of other local authorities, rather than align
yourself with a specific one.

Economic Regeneration

You have a clear and ambitious strategy to deliver the economic development priorities
and you are one of the few authorities to have an adopted Local Plan in place. We
recognise that this is a considerable achievement in itself but this now needs to be
transformed into a robust and active (by which we mean ‘taking action’) delivery plan.
This is particularly necessary in the area of affordable rented housing which is a real
challenge for the Council in terms of both retaining young people and attracting people
to work in the district.

The Council has positively shaped the local impact of the Local Enterprise Partnership’s
Strategic Economic Plan and created the opportunities for successful local partnerships.
We know that the Leader has played a fundamental role in promoting South Lakeland
as part of this and has gained the respect of partners.

You have worked with other local authorities and organisations where the benefits of
doing so make sense.

You have used Council assets in order to support growth e.g. land for the Kendal
College extension to enable them to build an engineering campus to meet the skill
demands of local and potential employers. To make further use of Council assets to
accelerate economic regeneration and support your economic priorities, the adopted
Corporate Property Strategy now has to be delivered without unnecessary referral and
review.

We were impressed by the Economic Development team and this was endorsed by
partners and the business community. They are seen as dynamic and committed to
delivering sustainable growth. They have been active in supporting businesses and
have pro-actively identified sites for new hubs. We saw one example of this in
Ulverston, which will provide 10 units. Support for GlaxoSmithKline and their investment
in a new bio pharmaceutical manufacturing plant was highlighted as a key success



8

story for the Council, as was the support provided to Hawkshead Relish, to note but
two. As part of this development the Planning service has been fundamental in ensuring
that proactive support on planning issues has been given a high priority, which has
been, and continues to be valued. Development Management (not Development
Control) in the Council is clearly engaged in shaping and assisting quality developments
which will assist future growth plans.

Working with the Cumbria Rural Enterprise Agency and Furness Enterprise the ‘Invest
in South Lakeland’ and ‘Explore South Lakeland’ websites have been developed and
are positive examples of recent promotional activity. The websites showcase local
businesses, provide business support and promote the area in terms of both inward
investment and tourism.

One area where we felt the Council could do more to promote the local economy was in
procurement. We know there are targets for the Council to purchase goods and
services locally but we heard examples of where the procurement process often
became a barrier to achieving that objective. This was particularly the case in small
businesses that do not have the resources to complete lengthy tender documents or
where the Council was tied into bigger contracts through a regional purchasing
agreement and could not buy cheaper goods from a local supplier.

There is more the Council could do to demonstrate its commitment to engaging with
local and small businesses, and you may wish to consider, if you are not already doing
so, some of the following:

 Include a clause in your contracts for companies to pay sub-contractors and
suppliers on same terms as the Council’s

 Review processes for low value purchases

 Use a simple Pre-Qualification Questionnaire for low value tenders

 Engage with small businesses, perhaps using the local branch of the Federation
of Small Businesses

Information Technology

We found that the shared service arrangement with Eden DC in terms of Information
Technology was strong and has delivered the original objectives. The service now
needs to evolve to meet the changing demands and service needs placed on the
Council, particularly the channel shift and improved transactional capability that has
been articulated by the Leader and the Portfolio Holder for Innovation and
Improvement. You may also wish to consider how these are addressed in the next
version of the ICT Plan to ensure that IT is aligned to the Council’s priorities.

The IT staffing resource seems to be appropriate for an authority of this size and
appears to have the necessary skills and motivation to continue to deliver a high quality
service. The IT team has demonstrated it can deliver innovative solutions; for example,
the implementation of Lync telephony.
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Throughout our visit we were made aware of issues relating to both access to systems
and their usability. We should add that the views were inconsistent and we heard of
both positive and negative experiences. Part of these issues we think relate to the
quality and quantity of communication and engagement with both members and
employees. This is around expectations of what systems can and cannot do and also
about the level of service that IT can provide.

Although many of the issues we encountered with the use of IT could be seen as
operational, there is a lack of clarity regarding whether IT is perceived as operational or
strategic in delivering the Council’s priorities. The Council recognises that there are
issues regarding the use of IT, but in the current organisational structure IT is not
represented effectively at a strategic level. IT is championed at Member level (via the
Portfolio Holder for Innovation and Improvement), but it was not clear how well IT is
championed at management level.

The Council recognises that its website needs to be refreshed with a modern
transactional portal that will enable the public to access, pay for and monitor services in
a customer focussed way.

We found that there is a desire for all parts of the Council to embrace technology and
new ways of working. However, we also found that there are inconsistent managerial
approaches to this. Some managers are at the forefront of new ways of working while
others are showing some reluctance to engage with developments in flexible and
mobile working. We would recommend that the senior management team continues to
drive this to ensure the desired change happens.

The Way Forward - Suggestions for consideration

In addition to what we have suggested in the previous paragraphs the team has
developed some areas for your consideration. These are based on what we saw, heard
and read. They are things we think will help you improve the organisation and its
capacity to deliver your future ambitions and plans:

1. Members need to take decisions and devolve their management and
implementation within a less onerous but more strategic reporting framework –
most importantly they need to stay out of unnecessary detail

2. Internal working practices need to support the emerging thematic and cross-
cutting portfolios and help all Members make timely and informed decisions

3. Ensure focus is now on accelerating the delivery of all your strategies and plans

4. In the context of economic development and taking account of the demographics
and geography of the district, you should consider the adoption of a strategic
decision-making tool as the basis for identifying appropriate partnerships with
any/all your neighbours, in order to identify and take advantage of the relevant
benefits and opportunities as they arise
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5. Decide how IT is positioned within the organisation, recognising the growing
importance of the use of IT in respect of service delivery and supporting your
priorities

Next steps

You will undoubtedly wish to reflect on these findings and suggestions made with your
senior managerial and political leadership before determining how the Council wishes to
take things forward. As part of the peer challenge process, there is an offer of continued
activity to support this. I know you had some discussions with Neil Shaw from the LGA
following the feedback meeting and he can be contacted on 07876 688987 or via e-mail
at neil.shaw@local.gov.uk

In the meantime we are keen to continue the relationship we have formed with you and
colleagues through the peer challenge to date. Gill Taylor, Principal Adviser (North
West) is the main contact between your authority and the Local Government
Association. Gill can be contacted via email at gill.taylor@local.gov.uk (or Telephone
07789 512173) and can provide access to our resources and any further support.

All of us connected with the peer challenge would like to wish you every success going
forward. Once again, many thanks to you and your colleagues and to everyone involved
for their participation. The Council embraced the challenge positively, transparently and
openly. In particular, please pass on our thanks to Ellie Taylor and her colleagues for
the excellent support and assistance in organising the challenge and the onsite visit.

Jill Emery - Peer Challenge Manager

On behalf of the peer challenge team


