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1. Introduction 
 

The council undertook an LGA Corporate Peer Challenge (CPC) between 16 -18 

November 2021 and promptly published the full report with an action plan.   

The progress review is an integral part of the Corporate Peer Challenge process.  

Taking place approximately six months after the council published the CPC action 

plan, it is designed to provide space for the council’s senior leadership to: 

• Update peers on the early progress made and to receive feedback on this 

including how the action plan aligns to the CPC’s recommendations   

• Consider peers’ reflections on any new opportunities or challenges that may 

have arisen since the peer team were ‘on-site’ including any further support 

needs 

• Discuss any early impact or learning from the progress made to date  

The LGA would like to thank South Kesteven District Council for their commitment to 

sector led improvement. This six-month review was the next step in an ongoing, open, 

and close relationship that the council has with LGA sector support. 
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2. Summary of the approach 
 

The progress review at South Kesteven District Council took place on 21 September 

2022.   The following members of the original CPC team were involved:   

• Stephen Baker, Chief Executive, East Suffolk Council  

• Councillor Abi Brown, Leader, Stoke-on-Trent City Council 

• Paul Ellis, Deputy Chief Executive, Craven District Council  

• Frances Marshall, Peer Challenge Manager, LGA 

The peer team met in person over the course of 4 hours with the following 

representatives from the council:  

• Councillor Kelham Cooke, Leader of the Council 

• Councillor Linda Wootten, Cabinet Member for Corporate Governance & 

Licensing 

• Councillor Annie Mason, Cabinet Member for People and Safer Communities 

• Councillor Sarah Trotter, Chairman of the Employment Committee 

• Councillor Paul Wood, Leader of the Opposition 

• Karen Bradford, Chief Executive 

• Alan Robinson, Deputy Chief Executive and Monitoring Officer 

• Richard Wyles, Chief Finance Officer and Section 151 Officer 

• Alison Hall-Wright, Assistant Director of Finance and Deputy Section 151 

Officer 

• Fran Beckitt, Human Resources Manager 

• Andrew Cotton, Director of Housing and Property 

• Nicola McCoy-Brown, Director for Culture and Growth 

• Jonathon Hinde, Head of Business Growth and Inward Investment 
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The Progress Review focussed on each of the recommendations from the Corporate 

Peer Challenge as set out below, under the following theme headings:  

Embedding rigour and robustness 

• Prepare the organisation for the increased rigours of financial 

management to address the challenges ahead.  Developing the discipline 

and mindset required for strong operational financial management will support 

effective prioritisation, informed decision-making, and setting and delivery of 

realistic savings targets.  

• Develop a strategy and plans for future ways of working to provide clarity 

and a sense of purpose. Bringing together plans around blended working, 

staff accommodation, asset management and IT investment will support long-

term joined-up planning, aligned to SKDC’s future organisational vision. 

• Prioritise plans to strengthen governance to support effective decision 

making and mitigate risk. (E.g. external ‘health check’ of company 

governance structures, implementation of existing governance reviews etc). 

This will be important to drive performance improvements, provide assurance, 

and ensure there is transparent, accountable, and robust decision-making. 

 

Investing in Organisational Development 

• Be prepared to invest in yourselves to engage on a wider footing to learn 

and make SKDC the best it can be. Investing in individual development (both 

elected Member and officer), and seeking to learn from elsewhere, is important 

to establish a continuous learning culture to drive forward improvement and 

change. 

• Recognise and celebrate the significant progress made whilst keeping 

focus to maintain momentum, looking ahead to achieving SKDC’s full 

potential. Building on the achievements already made will help reinforce that 

direction of travel, support staff morale and mitigate change fatigue through 

positive reinforcement. 
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Invest in and engage with communities 

• Continue to deepen understanding of and engagement with communities 

and other partners to strengthen SKDC’s community leadership role.  This 

will strengthen SKDC’s understanding of its communities and role as a place 

leader. This could include: continuous dialogue; more active community 

leadership role for councillors; systematic approach to resident and community 

engagement; promoting equality, diversity, and inclusion; collaborating on 

shared priorities; and co-design. 

 

Officer and Member Relationships 

• Clarify roles and responsibilities of Members and Officers to build trust, 

respect and rebalance to a ‘Member-led officer managed’. Clearly defining 

the bounds of the strategic and policy decision-making role of elected 

Members, and the operational leadership of officers, will address the current 

imbalance and support a positive environment for collaborative Member /Officer 

working. 

• Articulate the standards of behaviour for all #TeamSK (elected Members 

and Officers) to promote respect and address poor behaviours. Setting 

clear expectations would enable behaviours that fall below that standard to be 

held to account and help embed a positive team #TeamSK culture. This could 

be through a form of Respect Pledge or Strategy. 

• Consider how to enhance communication and teamwork between 

Members, and between Members and Officers in the context of Covid 19. 

Investing in relationships will support the development of greater trust, 

accountability and shared understanding which is something many councils are 

doing in response to experiences during the pandemic. This will in turn support 

decision-making, delivery and improve morale. Techniques to support this 

could include away-days, shadowing, roundtables. 
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3. Progress Review - Feedback 
 

Overview  

The Peer Team was impressed with and strongly commended the breadth, depth and 

scale of activity that had taken place in the ten months since the Corporate Peer 

Challenge, across the nine recommendations.  The multidimensional way in which 

SKDC has progressed a programme of improvement, advanced local priorities, whilst 

also continuing to respond to the Covid-19 pandemic is something Peers felt SKDC 

should be proud of.  The Council’s openness about the necessity for further 

improvement and culture change to fully address the CPC recommendation and meet 

#TeamSK standards, was matched by a positivity and confidence in doing so.  

Continuing to take time to recognise and celebrate this progress will remain important 

to maintain momentum around SKDC’s improvement activities and its positive 

trajectory.  Consideration should be given to how SKDC sustains the momentum and 

energy it has generated in the face of external factor such as local elections and 

financial uncertainties. 

The following summary is not intended as an exhaustive record of activity undertaken 

by SKDC in response to the Corporate Peer Challenge (CPC).  Activity in relation to 

SKDC’s improvement programme and delivery against the CPC recommendations is 

captured, monitored and reported by the authority in regular reporting to Cabinet.    

3.1. Embedding rigour and robustness 

SKDC have progressed a wide range of significant programmes and projects in 

response to the CPC’s recommendations around embedding greater rigour and 

robustness across the breadth of the Council’s operations.  In relation to finance this 

has included: financial modelling and stress testing the financial impact of cost-of-

living crisis and rising utility costs on the Medium-Term Financial Strategy (MTFS); 

identification of contingency reserves in light of inflationary pressures and risks; 

strengthened member engagement in relation to budget challenges; commencement 

of Capital Programme review; and leading collaboration across Lincolnshire local 

authorities to work collectively on tracking financial challenges resulting from the 

current economic climate.  

http://www.local.gov.uk/
mailto:info@local.gov.uk
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In terms of measures to strengthen governance, steps undertaken have included: 

completing a review of the Constitution; publication of the 2021 CfGS Scrutiny Review 

with changes requiring constitutional amendment now beginning to be progressed; 

appointment of the Leader of the Opposition as Chairman of Audit and Governance 

Committee; extending the length of employee notice period to mitigate risk; and 

reviews of various Company structures resulting in the rationalisation of these.   

Other key developments have included: securing capital return from agreed disposal 

of current Council Office Headquarters and relocation to more cost-effective 

‘Customer Hub’ shared with Lincolnshire County Council; implementation of Asset 

Disposal Strategy; introduction of Invest to Save Strategy; Housing Stock Condition 

Survey undertaken to direct HRA resources; commenced Waste Review to inform 

design for new Refuse Depot; agreement to the demolition of St Martins Park site, 

generating capital receipts and allowing for development. 

SKDC reported that the impact of these collective changes had created greater 

financial confidence and awareness across the authority, with rigour and robustness 

evident through the substantial level of assurance provided by SKDC’s internal 

auditors.  Positive changes have also been recognised by the Social Housing 

Regulator with regards to SKDC’s Housing Services, however SKDC were clear that 

significant further improvements were required to provide the standard of service 

customers should expect and secure removal of statutory direction.  The Peer Team 

commended SKDC’s holistic approach to embedding robustness and rigour across 

the authority, noting that a collective sense of ownership, enthusiasm and drive was 

evident in those SKDC colleagues that Peers had spoken with.  SKDC’s proactive 

approach to contingency planning to navigate the current economic volatility was 

highlighted by Peers as good practice and prudent which would position the Council 

well for managing the financial challenges and uncertainties.   

3.2. Investing in Organisational Development 

SKDC has invested significantly in organisational development and cultural change, 

with the introduction of a People Strategy and supporting Action Plan driving this 

activity.  This has included: engaging staff and elected members in reviewing the 

Council’s values; establishment of a People Panel to facilitate bottom-up engagement 

and consultation with staff on key issues and policies; strong focus on staff wellbeing, 

http://www.local.gov.uk/
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with creation of support networks such as Officer Parenting Forum and Menopause 

Café; completion of staff appraisals; focus on workforce and succession planning; 

adoption of a people-centred hybrid flexible working model for staff; and new platforms 

to recognises and celebrate staff contributions, such as awards and plans for a 

Recognition Strategy.   

SKDC reported that collectively these measures had made a “big step in the right 

direction” in driving a new organisational culture, but there was still further to go with 

long term culture change taking time to evolve and embed.  The People Panel was 

highlighted as having been a particularly impactful engagement tool, with participation 

covering all teams across the Council.  It was playing an integral role in helping to 

shape the move to the new offices and in shaping the Council’s new values.  The Peer 

Team commended the person-centred approach to staff wellbeing, and commitment 

from both strategic and political leadership to unleashing the benefits of agile working.  

A #TeamSK mentality appeared to have become more established over the past ten 

months, with development of one team approach evident from those colleagues the 

Peer Team spoke with, and the People Panel reportedly bringing innovation and wide-

ranging impact.  The Peer Team commented on the empowerment of the senior 

leadership team, with this cohort noticeably more confident in this leadership space 

and evidence of individuals driving changes and providing the Chief Executive with 

greater capacity and support. 

3.3. Invest in and engage with communities 

SKDC have progressed and implemented several measures to deepen engagement 

with its communities and other partners to strengthen SKDC’s community leadership 

role.  These have included: investing in two new community engagement posts; 

securing a shared community development apprentice post with Lincolnshire 

Community and Voluntary Service; facilitating shared office accommodation with 

partner organisations; introduction of SK Community Awards; initiated Community 

Governance Review for Grantham; commenced transfer of community assets to 

parish and town councils; conducted a Tenant Survey and launched new engagement 

platform to strengthen tenant engagement; established a cost of living working group 

to support communities; launched HelloSK App to support businesses to thrive; and 

welcomed the most Ukrainians in the whole of Lincolnshire in response to the 

Ukrainian crisis.    

http://www.local.gov.uk/
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To strengthen the impact of these activities, SKDC planned to now develop a 

Communication Strategy, and Community Development and Engagement Strategy to 

provide strategic oversight and alignment across its community focused activities.  

These will be important tools in achieving its aspirations to make effective use of the 

UK Shared Prosperity Fund and Rural England Prosperity funding SKDC has secured, 

and ensure activities support marginalised communities.  The Peer Team applauded 

the momentum that SKDC had maintained in engagement with communities and local 

businesses.  They endorsed the importance of a Communities and a Communication 

Strategy to align and direct SKDC activities in this area.  

3.4. Officer and Member Relationships 

SKDC have undertaken an extensive programme of activities designed to foster 

greater trust and respect between Member and Officers, and address poor 

behaviours.  This has included: completing a review of Constitution; adoption of the 

LGA Model Councillor Code of Conduct for Councillors; bottom up approach to 

reviewing the Council’s values; increased engagement between Members and 

Officers such as ‘drop-in’ sessions prior to Full Council, briefings, and one-to-ones 

between Portfolio Holders and Directors; externally facilitated Team Development 

Away Days for senior political leadership, managerial leadership and political groups; 

elected Member participation in refreshing the Council’s People Plan; refreshed 

weekly corporate communications to staff and Members; training for Committee 

Chairmen and Vice-Chairmen; and implementation of revised Member enquiry 

process related to housing matters.  

SKDC reported that as result of these efforts, there had been some progress in 

fostering greater trust between Members and Officers and clarifying respective roles 

and responsibilities.  There was however still a way to go for positive behaviours to be 

consistently role modelled across the authority.  Whist realistic about the incremental 

nature of cultural and behavioural change, the Leader and Chief Executive remain 

committed to doing so and felt that the steps taken to promote respect and strengthen 

governance provided a platform to continue to build from.  The Peer Team reflected 

on the impressive breadth of activity undertaken and impact of this investment on the 

maturity of certain relationships, with those SKDC colleagues that the Peer Team 

spoke with reporting increased levels of trust and confidence. It will be important for 

SKDC to consider how it continues this momentum, particularly with all out elections in 

http://www.local.gov.uk/
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2023.  Developing a Member Induction Programme for new and returning members 

that encompasses #TeamSK values and building key relationships – as well as the 

skills and understanding of the role - will be important and should be developed ahead 

of time.    

4. Final thoughts and next steps 
 

The LGA would like to thank South Kesteven District Council for undertaking an LGA 

CPC progress review.  We appreciate that senior managerial and political leadership 

will want to reflect on these reflections to determine how the organisation wishes to 

take things forward.  Under the umbrella of LGA sector-led improvement, there is an 

on-going offer of support to councils. The LGA is well placed to provide additional 

support, advice and guidance on a number of the areas identified for development and 

improvement and we would be happy to discuss this.   Mark Edgell (Principal Adviser) 

is the main point of contact between the authority and the Local Government 

Association (LGA) and their e-mail address is mark.edgell@local.gov.uk  

http://www.local.gov.uk/
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