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INTRODUCTION 
 

North Warwickshire Borough Council (“the Council”) commissioned its peer challenge 
assessment through the West Midlands LGA/Excellence in Business partnership, an 
accredited provider. 
 
A team of 11 peer assessors, led by Keith Batchelor of Excellence in Business, was recruited 
to conduct the peer challenge.  The team comprised: 
 
??Martin Baines – Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council 
??Ken Birch - East Staffordshire Borough Council  
??Cllr Martin Heatley – Warwickshire County Council 
??Keith Jones - East Staffordshire Borough Council 
??Norman Jones – Stafford Borough Council 
??Tricia Morrison – Shropshire County Council/Warwickshire County Council 
??Sonia Robinson – East Staffordshire Borough Council 
??Gill Taylor – Cannock Chase District Council 
??Steve Twort – Independent consultant 
??David Voysey – Independent consultant 
 
Four of these worked exclusively on the three diagnostics and the rest worked on the 
corporate self-assessment document.   
 
The approach to the peer challenge was as follow: 
 
??The team came together for training in the process, including the Audit Commission’s Key 

Lines of Enquiry (KLOE), and to agree how it would operate; 
??Team members individually reviewed the corporate self-assessment document and three 

diagnostics provided by the Council and the results of these were consolidated; 
??A planning meeting was held to establish who the team wanted to interview as part of a 

two-day site visit, the documents it required and the focus of the interviews; 
??A two-day site visit was carried out involving a wide range of officers, members and 

stakeholders, during which the team had several meetings to share and discuss their 
emerging findings; 

??A two-day consensus meeting and report-drafting session was held to agree the team’s 
views on the strengths and areas for improvement for each of the 10 comprehensive 
performance assessment (CPA) themes and the three diagnostics; 

??The draft reports were circulated to the team for comment and, after final revisions, sent 
to the Council for any factual inaccuracies to be highlighted; and 

??Final reports were generated as a result of feedback and sent to the Council prior to the 
feedback presentation by the team. 

 
This report represents the team’s findings in respect of the main submission document, based 
on the interviews that took place and documentary information made available during the site-
visit.  The process does not seek to make binding judgements on the Council and respects 
the distinction between peer challenge and the Audit Commission’s CPA.  Peer challenge is 
not designed to fully validate all aspects of the self-assessment during the two-day site visit; 
therefore some of the findings may not entirely represent the Council’s actual position in 
respect of each of the 10 CPA themes.  However, the team is confident that this report will 
help to strengthen the Council’s self-awareness and focus on the main strengths and areas 
for improvement. 

 
A number of general observations about the self-assessment have also been noted to help 
inform the changes/improvements the Council may wish to make to the document and the 
preparedness of officers and members for the Audit Commission’s inspection. 
 
Finally, the assessment team would like to thank the Council for the hospitality extended to it 
during its visits to Atherstone, as well as those who participated in interviews for their helpful 
contribution to the process.  In particular, it sincerely valued the efforts of Andrew Wright and 
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Jenny Price, whose outstanding assistance prior to and during the site visit made the work of 
the team much easier. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

What is the Council trying to achieve? 
 
The Council takes an impressive approach to community planning.  It is engaged in extensive 
partnership activity (eg through the North Warwickshire Community Partnership) and 
community consultation, through which it has shaped the North Warwickshire Community 
Plan 2003.  Eight theme groups have been established to ensure delivery of the aims 
specified in the Community Plan, and key elements of the Community Plan are cascaded into 
the Corporate Plan 2003/04.  
 
Besides longer-term ambitions, the new political administration has responded to the 
perceived needs of the local communities and identified five shorter-term service priorities 
that the Council is now pursuing actively. 
 
The Council also discharges its community leadership role through meetings with parish 
councils, voluntary sector organisations, councillor surgeries and links with Police and the 
local health authority.  It communicates its priorities to the public through its impressive 
magazine North Talk and a corporate website.   
 
The Extended Management Team and links with the Leaders’ Group and portfolio holders 
help to maintain focus, as does a developing performance management framework, which 
provides for regular reports to members and managers and a “traffic light” system. 
 
Overall, there is a strong sense that the Council is trying to deliver an immense amount of 
work.  This is highly commendable and is indicative of an organisation that is striving for 
continuous improvement.  However, there is confusion in the minds of some officers and 
members as to what the current priorities are.  “Priorities change according to whom you 
speak to” was a typical expression heard by assessors during the site visit.  There is no 
ranking of priorities.  It is not clear whether the Council’s longer-term ambitions are realistic 
and the team had serious concerns about the Council’s ability to achieve all it wanted to do 
with the resources it had.  This is evidenced by the lack of sustainability in performance 
indicator results.   
 
Although there is evidence of widespread consultation and communication, it was not clear to 
what extent the views of the public and staff below manager level were actually shaping 
services, influencing policy and strategy, and developing ownership of aims and objectives.  
There is potential for enhancing the scope of community engagement and participation in 
forward planning, and capturing the perceptions of customers on a regular and systematic 
basis (some survey results had very small sample sizes).  Service plans, with clear linkages 
to the Community Plan and Corporate Plan, do appear not to be in use across all services. 
 
The introduction of single status and other staffing difficulties has distracted the focus in 
ensuring the achievement of some aims 
 
In common with many other authorities, the Council is less explicit about what are not its 
priorities.   
 
 
How has the Council set about delivering its priorities? 
 
The Council has now completed the single status job evaluation of all staff below Assistant 
Director level and implemented the results.  It has three times achieved Investors in People 
accreditation for the whole organisation.  Job descriptions exist for all staff and members, 
there are corporate and divisional training budgets, as well as a staff appraisal scheme.  Staff 
perceptions are gathered annually.  The working relationship between members and senior 
officers is generally good. 
 
The Council works well with partners (eg implementing electronic government) and is actively 
engaged in securing external funding for regeneration and other projects.  It has a 
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Procurement Strategy  and there is evidence that it is prepared to consider and explore 
alternative means of service delivery (ie either with other local authorities or the private 
sector). 
 
The Council has the key elements of a potentially impressive performance management 
system, cascading from the Community Plan, through a corporate vision, mission, aims and 
objectives, regular reporting to managers and members, and the identification of objectives 
for individual members of staff.   
 
There is evidence that the Council is well-managed financially and has a healthy level of 
reserves.  The Capital Strategy and Asset Management Plan has been graded as “good” by 
the Government Office for the West Midlands.   
 
However, there is no coherent HR strategy and the results of the latest staff survey showed 
worsening staff morale (possibly linked to single status).  In addition, the past four years’ 
trends for staff turnover and sickness absence have been unfavourable.  There is limited 
evidence that staff have personal performance management statements with indicators and 
targets, as opposed to tasks. 
 
The performance management framework is obviously in its infancy as excellent results are 
not yet sustainable.  The Council may be better placed to know whether this is because the 
system is under-developed or because it is trying to do too much with too little.  Either way, 
the team found that performance management is not taking place consistently or is as 
effective as it could be across all services. 
 
The scrutiny function lacks robustness and the obvious commitment to staff training and 
development is not matched with an equal commitment to enhance the skills of members.  
 
 
What has the Council achieved/not achieved to date? 
 
Over 50% of targets for best value and local performance indicators were met in 2002/03 and 
some services (eg Borough Care, Council Tax Benefit and Grass Cutting) showed improved 
levels of householder satisfaction in 2003.  In both 2000/01 and 2001/02, 22% of best value 
performance indicators were in the top quartile. 
 
Best value review inspections of Grounds Maintenance and Planning Control indicated that 
both services were likely to improve, and the inspection of Revenues and Benefits ranked the 
service as “good”. 
 
Building blocks are being put in place that will enable future improvements to be made and 
external investment has been obtained for a number of local projects.   
 
There is some evidence of the Council opening itself up to external challenge (eg West 
Midlands Local Government Association peer challenges) and noticeable improvements 
being made. 
 
The Council has also identified what has not been improving.  Relative to other authorities, 
results worsened between 2000/01 and 2001/02 as the proportion in the third and fourth 
quartiles rose from 53% to 62%.  Performance lacks sustainability and the 2002/03 Audit 
Letter stated that some of the Council’s indicators had not been calculated in accordance with 
the appropriate definition, some had been miscalculated and in some instances there was a 
lack of data.  The Housing Revenue Account (HRA) Business Plan in 2002 was assessed by 
the Government Office for the West Midlands as being “well below average”.  
 
It appears that no services have Charter Mark and/or ISO 9001, ISO 14001 or LEXCEL 
accreditation.  There is limited evidence that services routinely engage in performance 
benchmarking against Best-in-Class authorities and follow that up with process 
benchmarking. 
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The best value review inspection of Grounds Maintenance was rated as “poor” by Audit 
Commission inspectors and reviews of Refuse Collection and Recycling, Commercial 
Enforcement and Licensing, and Revenues and Benefits revealed “uncertain prospects for 
improvement”. 
 
 
In light of what the Council has learned to date what does it plan to do next? 
 
The Council is aware of what it has done well and realises that there are many issues it still 
faces.  There is some evidence that it has learnt from its experiences (eg best value reviews 
and WMLGA peer assessments) and made changes accordingly (eg performance 
management). 
 
There is also evidence of learning from other organisations through performance 
benchmarking.  Furthermore, there is some evidence of sharing what it has learnt within the 
organisation (eg through Extended Management Team and the Principal Officers’ Group). 
 
The Council has a robust platform of polices, strategies and plans for the future, which 
cascade down from the North Warwickshire Community Plan 2003 and there is evidence of 
widespread partnership activity and community engagement.  Some plans are reviewed in 
accordance with the corporate calendar. 
 
Staff appraisals provide an opportunity to review performance against targets, foster learning 
and encourage improvement.  However, there is limited evidence of a systematic approach to 
learning across the whole Council, learning from post-project review, learning from Best-in-
Class organisations through process benchmarking, learning from staff suggestions (although 
the scheme is being revised) and learning from customers on a regular basis.   
 
There is limited evidence that all internal and external stakeholders are actively involved in 
future planning, which also hampers learning across the whole organisation. 
 
A significant number of policies, strategies and plans do not have action plans and timelines 
associated with them, implying that they are “said” rather than “done”. 
 
In terms of learning activity, the Council is not yet robustly utilising the scrutiny function. 
 
There is limited evidence that resources follow priorities or that the Council is explicit about 
what it can and cannot deliver. 
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GENERAL OBSERVATIONS 
 
The peer assessment team should like to record the following general observations, which do 
not necessarily relate to any particular CPA theme, but may assist the Council in 
strengthening its self-assessment submission document.  They are in no particular order and 
should not be read as formal recommendations. 
 
??Clearly, an immense amount of work went into drafting the Council’s self-assessment 

document, which is generally well-structured and follows the format of the Audit 
Commission’s key lines of enquiry (KLOE).  It is easy to read and identifies the perceived 
strengths of the Council as well as its areas for improvement.  As evidenced by the 
observations in the following section, there are opportunities to sharpen the text by more 
closely making references to the areas of inspection focus and the identifying 
characteristics of a council that is clear about what it is trying to do.  This will make it 
easier for the Audit Commission’s inspectors to give the Council due credit for meeting 
the assessment criteria point by point.   

  

??Obviously, there is a balance to be struck in addressing all of the 100+ areas for review in 
the KLOE and not exceeding the Audit Commission’s quota of pages, but there are 
opportunities here and there to slim down the text by saying the same things in fewer 
words.  The space generated will allow the Council to address some of the many 
references in the following pages to areas of “limited evidence”.  Whilst revising the text, 
the Council may wish to give consideration to listing with greater succinctness its areas 
for improvement under each CPA theme. 

   

?? In the KLOE there are frequent references to “outcomes” but many of the Council’s stated 
achievements make no clear connection between these results or activities and the 
impact they have had on the community.  There is a sense that the Council does not 
clearly distinguish between output and outcome measures, which is where the Audit 
Commission will focus its interest.  Although many achievements are stated in the 
submission document, inspectors will be looking for a clear connection between these 
and the Council’s stated priorities.  For example, both Community Plan and Corporate 
Plan priorities make reference to economic development and tackling crime and disorder, 
but what impact have the Council’s approaches had on unemployment levels and crime 
figures?     

     

??The size of the self-assessment document currently exceeds that recommended by the 
Audit Commission in its document Comprehensive Performance Assessment – Self-
Assessment Guidance for District Councils.  The document runs to 33 pages, whereas 
the guidance requires a maximum of four sides for “Setting the Scene” and a maximum of 
four sides for each of the four main questions, making a total of 20 pages.  The Council 
may want to make the document terser, with greater emphasis on outcomes, numbers 
and examples, and less on narrative, perhaps summarising the key points and presenting 
the source of additional information in an appendix.  

     
??The Council’s High Level Action Plan makes commendable references to target dates, 

task overseers, outcomes and linkages to key Community Plan or Corporate Plan 
themes.  However, probably most of the planned actions were being tackled anyway, 
irrespective of the Council’s self-assessment activity, and are mentioned nowhere else in 
the submission document.  The areas for improvement identified under each of the 10 
CPA themes should logically find their way into the High Level Action Plan and there 
should be no surprises when the assessor arrives at this section.  Whilst many proposed 
actions will be internally focused or process oriented, the inspectors are more likely to 
give the Council credit for activities that are externally focused with a discernible impact 
on the community.         

    
??There is evidence that the Council is open to challenge and constructive suggestions for 

improvement.  This indicates that the organisation is likely to make continuous 
improvement in the years ahead. 
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THE 10 CPA THEMES 
STRENGTHS AND AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

 
AMBITIONS 
 
Strengths 
 
1. Specific long-term ambitions for the area are stated in the North Warwickshire Community 

Plan 2003, which comprises eight key themes. 
2. The North Warwickshire Community Plan 2003 has been developed through a well-

established Local Strategic Partnership (LSP), which includes a wide range of partners 
and has eight themes groups reporting back on progress. 

3. The Council gives a high level of commitment to partnership working and recognises the 
value of partnerships in the attainment of its own priorities and those of the local 
community.   

4. Awaydays have been held to review and develop the themes of the North Warwickshire 
Community Plan 2003.  

5. The Council has its own vision and mission statements. 
6. The vision and mission are underpinned by a set of corporate values and management 

competencies, development of which is led by the Chief Executive. 
7. The Council has a Corporate Plan 2003/04, through which elements of the North 

Warwickshire Community Plan 2003 are implemented, and contains four-year goals and 
annual targets. 

8. There is evidence that members and officers work at regional, sub regional and county 
level. 

9. The Council adopts a proactive leadership role, at both member and officer level in the 
development and work of the LSP, and there is evidence that members recognise their 
role as community leaders (eg the appointment of a Race Equality Support Worker). 

 
Areas for Improvement 
 
1. The North Warwickshire Community Plan 2003 is for one year only and there is limited 

evidence of a longer term vision (ie 5-10 years) with clear targets for improving the local 
quality of life.  

2. Some links between the North Warwickshire Community Plan 2003 and the Council’s 
Corporate Plan 2003/04 lack clarity (eg Housing is a key issue in the Corporate Plan 
2003/04 but is not highlighted in the North Warwickshire Community Plan 2003). 

3. There is limited evidence that the Council has assessed whether its ambitions are 
realistic and robust, or achievable within local constraints.  

4. The extent to which the results of public consultation have actually influenced ambitions is 
unclear. 

5. It is unclear what impact Area Forums are having on enhancing community leadership, 
stakeholder involvement and shaping the Council’s ambitions. 

6. There is limited evidence that the Council ensures that ambitions are clearly understood 
and owned by all members and staff. 
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PRIORITISATION 
 
Strengths 
 
1. The Corporate Plan 2003/04 sets out the Council’s priorities, and there is some evidence 

of linkage to the North Warwickshire Community Plan 2003. 
2. Members were involved in debates over priorities for adoption in the Corporate Plan 

2003/04. 
3. The annual reassessment of the Corporate Plan is carried out alongside the three-year 

budget process. 
4. Portfolio holders, management team and senior officers are involved in discussions over 

priorities. 
5. The new administration has reassessed the Council’s short-term service priorities, which 

now include the need to produce a balanced budget, an improvement in the “street 
scene”, reconsideration of the future of the Council’s housing (including a possible 
transfer), a review of the Council’s new democratic structure including the development of 
Area Forums, and a strategic review of the Council’s leisure services.   

6. Priorities were determined after community, stakeholder and member consultation and 
questionnaire surveys. 

7. The Council holds externally facilitated “Partnership Days”, concentrating on two 
Community Plan priority themes per year. 

8. Priorities were also determined after the examination of census information and 
deprivation indices 

9. There is some evidence that public opinion has influenced priorities (eg street cleaning). 
10. Criteria are set for measuring bids for service growth against Corporate Plan priorities. 
11. The Council uses diverse means to communicate its priorities (eg LSP, media, staff 

presentations, staff appraisals, Intranet, Internet, notice boards, Insider and North Talk ). 
12. There is an Internal Communications Policy and Strategy  (Dec 2002). 
13. There is a Consultation Strategy  (Jan 2004) and a draft External Communications 

Strategy  (Mar 2004). 
14. Resources have been moved (eg from health promotion, the operation of markets in 

Atherstone and sports sponsorship) to revised priority areas of street cleaning and litter 
removal. 

 
Areas for Improvement 
 
1. There are different perceptions within the organisation, at member and officer level, as to 

what are the Council’s main priorities. 
2. There is evidence that some staff do not have ownership of the Council’s aims and 

objectives. 
3. There is limited evidence of mechanisms for staff involvement in setting priorities. 
4. There is limited evidence that the views of minority communities have influenced 

priorities. 
5. The extent to which the results of public consultation have actually influenced priorities is 

unclear. 
6. It is unclear how the Council is able to balance the priorities of local communities against 

national priorities. 
7. The Council is not explicit about what are not its priorities. 
8. It is unclear whether there has been an assessment and review of the Council’s 

mechanisms for consultation and communication. 
9. There is no evidence of ranking the Council’s key priorities, and it is not clear how 

Corporate Plan priorities that do not reflect Community Plan aims rank against those that 
do. 
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FOCUS 
 
Strengths 
 
1. The Leaders’ Group meets with the management team on a regular basis to sustain a 

focus on key issues. 
2. Cross-cutting member portfolios have been aligned with Community Plan themes to help 

ensure member focus. 
3. LSP theme groups have been established and produce regular progress reports. 
4. A number of cross-Council working groups have been established to deal with important 

issues. 
5. An Extended Management Team has been formed to involve a broader spread of  

managers, and the agendas for its meetings help to sustain a focus on key issues. 
6. A performance management system has been introduced, with formal reporting 

procedures to senior management and members based on a “traffic light” system, to help 
sustain a focus on important issues. 

7. A focus on Community Plan issues has seen improvements in several areas (eg Street 
Scene, CCTV and market towns initiative). 

8. A focus on performance has seen improvements in Planning and Development, Refuse 
Collection and Recycling, and Grounds Maintenance. 

9. There is some evidence of divisional service plans. 
10. There is evidence of focus on regeneration projects over a period of time (eg Kingsbury 

Colliery, Birch Coppice and Baddesley Colliery). 
11. There is evidence of action plans being prepared for key improvement issues (eg 

Revenues and Benefits). 
12. There is some evidence of staff appraisal targets being linked to objectives. 
13. Regular reports are made to Boards on progress against Corporate Plan targets, and 

these help to sustain focus on important issues. 
14. There are job descriptions for members that reflect specific areas of responsibility. 
 
 
Areas for Improvement 
 
1. It is unclear whether service plans are produced consistently across the Council or that 

they show clear linkages to Community Plan and Corporate Plan aims and objectives. 
2. There is limited evidence that the Council does not get distracted in the face of other 

pressures, unexpected events or too many initiatives. 
3. There is evidence that a lack of resources (eg staff turnover and sickness absences) has 

caused some distraction from achieving targets and priorities. 
4. The implementation of single status has had an impact on the ability of the Council to 

focus on the delivery of key objectives. 
5. There is evidence that staff in some areas do not fully understand how they can 

contribute more effectively to the delivery of objectives. 
6. There is a perception that the broad remit of the new Boards dilutes the attention that 

some members and officers are able to give to key issues. 
7. There is a perception that focus is inhibited by the wide range and complexity of issues 

addressed in the Corporate Plan 2003/04. 
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CAPACITY 
 
Strengths 
 
1. The Council has now completed the single status job evaluation of all staff below 

Assistant Director level and implemented the results 
2. There is some evidence that the Council is committed to maximising the capacity of staff 

and members, as shown by its range of human resource (HR) policies and strategies (eg 
recruitment and selection, and absence management) and its review of the HR function. 

3. The Council has met the Investors in People standard for a number of years. 
4. There are job descriptions for members and officers. 
5. There is an established staff appraisal system, which can be used to assess the quality 

and capacity of its staff and managers.  Training needs are fed into a corporate training 
plan.  There is also a management competency framework. 

6. There is a Training and Development Strategy 2003/04, which includes a corporate 
training budget of £35,700 and divisional budgets totalling £104,575. 

7. The Council has made good use of working in partnership, which has improved capacity 
to promote priorities (eg the LSP, Implementing Electronic Government Warwickshire On-
Line Partnership and Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnership). 

8. There is a Resource Centre for use by members and staff. 
9. The Council has a track record of securing external funding to implement initiatives and 

service improvements, with bids being coordinated by a special External Funding Group.  
10. There is evidence of the Council using alternative methods of procurement (eg the buying 

in of Internal Audit from Rugby Borough Council, Revenues and Benefits work being 
performed by Capita and the shared costs of a Conservation Officer and a Race Equality 
Support Worker with Nuneaton and Bedworth Borough Council). 

11. The working relationship between senior officers and members is generally good and an 
officer/ member protocol has been adopted.  A clear understanding of the new ethical 
framework exists between officers and members. 

12. There is a clear budget strategy process involving a Budget Working Group, which 
examines the overall savings and areas for growth identified by the service areas.  The 
Council is committed to achieving a balanced budget by 2006 to alleviate the pressures 
on using reserves for revenue. 

13. The level of financial reserves is healthy.  
14. The Council has successfully used Section 106 agreements to obtain economic, social 

and environmental gains through the planning process. 
 
Areas for Improvement 
 
1. While there is some training provision for members, there is no structured training 

programme based on a needs analysis for members.  It is unclear when the Council is 
likely to obtain Investors in People status for members. 

2. Whilst there is Council commitment to developing and utilising HR policies there is no 
single corporate HR strategy and there is little evidence to show a consistent way of 
evaluating the robustness of the policies in place. 

3. There is some evidence to suggest that the corporate training programme is not always 
meeting the corporate priorities of the Council. 

4. There is a perception that single status had a detrimental impact on staff morale and 
caused an increase in staff turnover, from which the Council is still feeling the effects. 

5. There is little evidence that scrutiny is being used to enhance the formulation of policy or 
to ensure policies, strategies and plans are reviewed regularly. 

6. Staff morale worsened between 2001 and 2003, when only 32.4% agreed or strongly 
agreed that it was good. 

7. The trend for staff turnover has been unfavourable for four years, and is currently at 9.9%. 
8. The trend for sickness absence has been generally unfavourable for four years, and is 

currently at 13.7%. 
9. Interview evidence indicates that there is variable implementation of best value review 

action plans due to restraints caused by staffing issues/shortages. 
10. It is unclear whether the Council has a mechanism to assess the quality and effectiveness 

of officer and member meetings and the decisions taken. 
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11. It is unclear whether delivery of the Council’s wide range of priorities and plans is within 
the resources available. 
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PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT 
 
Strengths 
 
1. The Council has a Corporate Plan 2003/04, with targets, and there is some evidence of 

service plans.  These allow members and managers to monitor achievement. 
2. The Council uses a medium-term financial forecast to set its annual budget strategy, and 

produces a 10-year indicative capital programme projection. 
3. A revised performance management system has been set up, with “traffic lights”, monthly 

monitoring of performance indicators, bespoke monitoring systems at divisional level and 
some evidence of the use of project management tools (eg PRINCE). 

4. A review has been undertaken of the merits of some local performance indicators, with a 
view to refining their use in future. 

5. Responsible officers report to Management Team on corrective action being taken to 
address under-performance.  Performance information is reported to Boards each cycle, 
with the Scrutiny Board investigating areas consistently under performing.   

6. There is an established process of annual staff appraisals, which enables individuals to 
understand their role in the achievement of the Council’s ambitions.    

7. There is a corporate complaints and compliments procedure, with data being reported to 
members and managers on a regular basis. 

8. The Council has a Capital Strategy and Asset Management Plan, which was rated as 
“good” by the Government Office for the West Midlands. 

9. Managers are required to identify the risks attached to issues in all member reports and 
for all new projects commissioned.   

10. There is a Risk Management Policy (Feb 2003). 
11. There are service leaflets showing the standards that members of the public can expect. 
12. The 2002/03 Audit Letter stated that the Council has strong budgetary controls in place 

and “has monitored and controlled its financial position effectively”. 
 
Areas for Improvement 
 
1. It is unclear whether service plans are produced consistently across the Council or that 

they show clear linkages to Community Plan and Corporate Plan aims and objectives. 
2. The extent to which the Council uses personal performance management statements is 

unclear. 
3. It is unclear whether performance management takes place systematically across the 

Council below Management Team level.  
4. To some extent, there appears to be a greater emphasis on performance monitoring than 

performance management.  There is limited evidence of what action is or needs to be 
taken to address under-performance in a SMART way.  

5. There is limited evidence that the Council distinguishes its outcome measures. 
6. A standard project management methodology is not applied Council-wide, which may 

lead to inconsistencies in effective management and jeopardise planned outcomes. 
7. The risk management process is at an early stage and the Council has not yet completed 

the analysis of operational risks for all services.  It is unclear whether project risks are 
evaluated or whether a risks register exists.  Training in project management tools and 
techniques has been limited so far.  

8. It is not clear whether the complaints and compliments procedure is integrated into the 
performance management system.   

9. It is unclear whether the Council is achieving value for money. 
10. The 2002/03 Audit Letter stated that some of the Council’s indicators had not been 

calculated in accordance with the appropriate definition, some had been miscalculated 
and in some instances there was a lack of data. 
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ACHIEVEMENT IN SERVICE QUALITY 
 
Strengths 
 
1. 22% of Council services were in the top national quartile for performance indicators in 

2001/02. 
2. In 2002/03, 55% of targets for best value performance indicators (BVPIs) and 58% of 

local performance indicators were met. 
3. Ten out of 15 corporate health BVPI targets were met. 
4. The Benefits Service has met over 80% of targets in each of the areas of the Department 

of Work and Pensions standard, and fraud targets were greatly exceeded. 
5. The Council has met the Investment in People standard on three occasions. 
6. The Government Office for the West Midlands has rated the Council’s Capital Strategy 

and Asset Management Plan as “good”. 
7. Revenues and Benefits was rated as “good” by best value review inspectors.  Planning 

Control, Commercial Enforcement in Environmental Health and Refuse Collection and 
Recycling Services were all rated “fair”. 

8. In 2002/03, the Council’s BVPI for the percentage of new homes built on brown land was 
in the top quartile of district authorities and well above the all England average. 

9. A 2003 household survey revealed most residents were satisfied with Refuse Collection 
(65%), Recycling (62%), Borough Care (61%), Council Tax Benefit (56%), Litter 
Clearance (55%), Grass Cutting (54%) and Planning Applications (51%). 

10. Overall stakeholder satisfaction with the way the Council operates showed 74% were 
satisfied in 2003. 

11. Householder satisfaction with the Council’s priority services shows (where trend data 
allows) that 50% of those services have improved levels of satisfaction, namely: Borough 
Care, Council Tax Benefit, Grass Cutting. 

12. The Council has achieved regeneration initiatives (eg the former Hams Hall Power 
Station is now the rail freight terminal for the West Midlands with direct routes to the 
Channel Tunnel). 

 
Areas for Improvement 
 
1. There is no clear linkage between the Council’s priority areas and results achieved. 
2. In 2001/02, 31% of performance indicators were in the bottom quartile. 
3. In 2002/03, the Council failed to achieve targets for 45% of its BVPIs and 42% of its local 

performance indicators. 
4. There is limited evidence that the Council distinguishes its outcome measures. 
5. The 2002/03 Audit Letter stated that some of the Council’s indicators had not been 

calculated in accordance with the appropriate definition, some had been miscalculated 
and in some instances there was a lack of data. 

6. Grounds Maintenance was rated as “poor” by best value review inspectors.  
7. Although best value review inspectors rated Commercial Enforcement in Environmental 

Health and Refuse Collection and Recycling as “fair”, prospects for improvement were 
assessed as “uncertain”. 

8. The Housing Revenue Account (HRA) Business Plan in 2002 was assessed by the 
Government Office for the West Midlands as “well below average”.  

9. There is no evidence in the self-assessment document of complaints and compliments 
data (although the ratio between the two is known to be favourable). 

10. There is little information to indicate whether quality levels are realistic in relation to the 
context and constraints in which the Council operates. 

11. Several areas are recognised by the Council as in need of improvement (eg days lost 
due to sickness absence and response times for land charge searches). 

12. Some customer satisfaction survey results are based on very low sample sizes (eg 17, 
16, 12 and 6). 

13. A 2003 household survey revealed that less than half of the residents who expressed an 
opinion were satisfied with Environmental Health (49%), Street Cleaning (48%) and 
Parks and Open Spaces (48%). 
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ACHIEVEMENT OF IMPROVEMENT 
 
Strengths 
 
1. Overall, stakeholder satisfaction with the way the Council operates increased from 58% 

in 1999 to 74% in 2003. 
2. A 2003 household survey revealed satisfaction with Borough Care, Council Tax Benefit 

and Grass Cutting had improved when compared with 1999 results. 
3. Best value review inspectors felt the Grounds Maintenance Service had improved 

between Spring 2001 and Autumn 2002. 
4. The trend for householder applications dealt with within eight weeks by Development 

Control rose from 79.8% in 2000/01 to 91% in 2002/03.  The trend for all applications 
dealt with within eight weeks rose from 55.9% in 2000/01 to 80% in 2002/03. 

5. While there was only a slight improvement in recycling levels of household waste from 
5.3% in 2001/02 to 6.04% in 2002/03, improvement has been significant in 2003/04.   

6. The average time for re-letting of Council dwellings has reduced from 40 days in 2001/02 
and 39 days in 2002/03 to 26 days during the first half of 2003/04. 

7. The waiting time for private sector Disabled Facility Grants has reduced from more than 
three years to less than one year. 

8. The percentage of invoices paid within 30 days rose from 80.6% in 1998/99 to 95.2% in 
2002/03. 

9. The average time taken to remove fly tips fell from 10 days in 1998/99 to 4.6 days in 
2002/03. 

10. Significant improvements have been made to Street Cleansing and the Street Scene 
generally. 

11. WMLGA peer assessment scores rose from 151-200 in 2000 to 201-250 in 2002. 
12. Between 2000/01 and 2002/03 the Council’s BVPI for the percentage of new homes built 

on brown land has retained its position in the top quartile. 
13. There is evidence of improvement in planning enforcement in partnership with parish 

councils. 
14. There is some evidence that the Council has identified what is not improving. 
 
Areas for Improvement 
 
1. In the self-assessment document there is no simple summary of the percentage of BVPIs 

in each of the four quartiles from 2000/01 to 2002/03. 
2. Between 2000/01 and 2001/02, the number of the Council’s performance indicators in the 

third and fourth quartiles rose from 53% to 62%. 
3. It is unclear what improvements there have been for results in relation to the Council’s 

priority areas, especially those relating to quality of life issues. 
4. There is limited evidence that the Council distinguishes its outcome measures. 
5. A 2003 household survey revealed satisfaction with Refuse Collection, Planning 

Applications, Street Cleaning, Parks and Open Spaces and Environmental Health had 
worsened when compared with 1999 results. 

6. The BVPI’s for the tonnage of household waste recycled and the cost of waste collection 
per household have remained in the bottom quartile from 2000/01 to 2002/03. 

7. Burglaries rose from 10.1 per thousand households in 2000/01 to 16.9 in 2002/03.  
Figures were worse than the district council average in 2001/02 (the latest year). 

8. Violent crime rose from 5.2 per thousand in 2000/01 to 7.2 in 2002/03. 
9. Vehicle crime rose from 18.8 per thousand in 2000/01 to 23.8 in 2001/02 and 21.6 in 

2002/03.  Results were nearly twice the district council average in 2001/02. 
10. Staff morale worsened between 2001 and 2003, when only 32.4% agreed or strongly 

agreed that it was good. 
11. The trend for staff turnover has been unfavourable for four years, and is currently at 

9.9%. 
12. The trend for sickness absence has been generally unfavourable for four years, and is 

currently at 13.7%.  Results were worse than the district council average in 2001/02. 
13. There is limited evidence of sustainable improvements in performance. 
14. There is limited evidence that the Council has effectively contributed to a more 

sustainable and cohesive community (including the most disadvantaged). 
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INVESTMENT 
 
Strengths 
 
1. There is evidence that the Council is putting in place the right building blocks to secure 

future improvement.  These include numerous partnership initiatives (eg LSP and Crime 
and Disorder Reduction Partnership), capacity-building measures, scrutiny arrangements, 
IT investment (eg the Warwickshire On-Line Partnership), community engagement (eg 
with parish councils and the Community Development Network Forum), staff training 
programmes that are linked to annual appraisals and corporate needs, a performance 
management framework, a Procurement Strategy , an Asset Management Plan and the 
development of risk management by deploying a Task and Finish Group. 

2. There is evidence of some tangible progress being made on the right building blocks, with 
an effective Council External Funding Group succeeding in a substantial number of grant 
bids (eg partnerships gaining external funding to finance initiatives such as recycling, an 
on-line contact centre due to go live in June 2004, and the appointment of some specialist 
staffing posts like that of the Health Improvement Officer). 

3. The Council has proved open to external challenge and receptive to constructive criticism 
(eg inviting two reviews by the WMLGA peer assessors). 

4. The Council has invested in the development and training of its employees through its 
staff appraisal scheme, and by making available a Resource Centre for members and 
members. 

5. There is some evidence that the Council is willing to consider different ways of doing 
things (eg the buying in of Internal Audit from Rugby Borough Council, Revenues and 
Benefits work being performed by Capita, the shared costs of a Conservation Officer and 
a Race Equality Support Worker with Nuneaton and Bedworth Borough Council and a 
pilot home-working scheme for a member of Benefits staff). 

6. There is some evidence that best value reviews are driving improvement (eg Planning, 
Recycling and Grounds Maintenance). 

7. The Council has a medium-term financial strategy and the 2002/03 Audit Letter stated 
that the Council has strong budgetary controls in place and “has monitored and controlled 
its financial position effectively”.  It also “expected that the Council’s reserves will be 
maintained at a level of at least £1 million up to the end of 2006/07”. 

8. The Government Office for the West Midlands rated the Capital Strategy and Asset 
Management Plan as “good”. 

 
Areas for Improvement 
 
1. There is evidence of the need for further development of several building blocks (eg 

member training on scrutiny and the risk management process). 
2. There is some evidence indicating that restraint on resources has delayed or prevented 

implementation of some best value review recommendations (eg Housing Repairs and 
Maintenance Services). 

3. The Council has recognised its limited capacity, but there is limited evidence on how it 
determines which areas of activity take priority for investment. 

4. There is limited evidence of how internal challenges drive improvements and changes to 
new ways of doing things, with little evidence of staff participation in challenge. 
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LEARNING 
 
Strengths 
 
1. The Council is aware of its successes and the challenges it faces in areas where  

performance is poor. 
2. The Council is rationalising the reporting of its performance management indicators so 

that management can be more focused on performance that is critical to the success of 
the Council in delivering its priorities.  Exception reporting has been introduced to 
highlight areas where performance is poor. 

3. WMLGA peer assessments and the results of best value inspections have illustrated 
strengths and areas for improvement (eg eradicating silo management, the need for a 
corporate vision, the implementation of the Extended Management Team and the 
development of a management competency framework). 

4. The management competency framework is seeking to improve leadership and 
management styles. 

5. 360o feedback has been introduced at senior management levels to support training 
needs analysis at individual levels. 

6. Staff surveys have been conducted regularly since 2000, trends evaluated and action 
taken. 

7. The Council is re-invigorating the Staff Suggestion Scheme to encourage employees to 
contribute new ideas for both corporate and service improvements. 

8. There are a number of examples to demonstrate the Council is seeking to proactively 
learn from partners and other councils (eg the procurement partnership with Tamworth 
and Lichfield District Councils, work with the young to provide leisure opportunities such 
as the Skate Park in Arley, and the sharing of performance information through the 
Stroud Benchmarking Group). 

9. There is evidence of spreading learning throughout the organisation at senior levels (eg 
monthly meetings of Assistant Directors to consider corporate issues and developments, 
and to share good practice).  They also meet with the Extended Management Team with 
a standard agenda, which includes corporate priorities. 

10. A process for disseminating learning exists through the Extended Management Team to 
the Principal Officers’ Group (Section Heads), who are also involved in the Staff 
Suggestion Scheme. 

11. The Council encourages the sharing of knowledge with external organisations (eg at 
leisure centres staff are encouraged to visit local community groups and to find out about 
what they are doing and to encourage their use of the leisure facilities).  The Council also 
encourages knowledge sharing through involvement in professional bodies. 

 
Areas for Improvement 
 
1. There is limited awareness of Corporate Values and Behaviours being communicated 

throughout the organisation. 
2. There is a perception that the introduction of management competencies and 360o 

feedback has not been handled as smoothly as possible. 
3. Communication-flows tend to be ‘top-down’ and little evidence of reverse or lateral flows. 
4. There is limited evidence of learning from and process benchmarking generally and 

Beacon or Best-in-Class councils in particular. 
5. There is limited evidence that corporate success, learning and areas for improvement are 

communicated across the whole Council rather than just senior management (eg the best 
value review methodology used in Planning). 

6. There is limited evidence of service improvements introduced as a result of the Staff 
Suggestion Scheme, or of learning arising from the customer complaints procedure. 

7. The Council is not exploiting the potential for learning that scrutiny offers. 
8. There is limited evidence of making use of members and officers learning networks that 

exist nationally and regionally. 
9. There is limited evidence that the Council has a culture that encourages staff to test out 

new ideas and develop solutions that wi ll benefit service users. 
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FUTURE PLANS 
 
Strengths 
 
1. The Council has many policies, strategies and plans for the future, some of which contain 

milestones (eg the North Warwickshire Community Plan 2003, Corporate Plan 2003/04, 
Best Value Performance Plan 2003/04, Crime and Disorder Reduction Strategy 2002/05, 
Procurement Strategy, Housing Strategy, Capital Strategy and Asset Management Plan, 
Race Equality Scheme, Housing Revenue Account Business Plan, Homelessness 
Strategy, Private Sector Housing Renewal Strategy, Local Plan and some service plans). 

2. There is evidence that many of these underpin corporate ambitions. 
3. There is evidence of the Council consulting over its diverse policies, strategies and plans. 
4. There is evidence that some corporate plans and strategies have SMART targets. 
5. The Council has been commended by the Government for combining its consultation on 

the Local Plan with the North Warwickshire Community Plan. 
6. There is some evidence of responding to failure and building this into future plans (eg 

Local Plan and Housing Strategy). 
7. There is some evidence that future plans appropriately anticipate the diverse needs, 

wants and expectations of a changing population. 
8. There is some evidence that capacity is taken into account when devising some policies, 

strategies and plans. 
9. An audit of strategies and plans has been undertaken and review dates are incorporated 

in the corporate calendar. 
10. The Principal Officer Group is actively involved in policy formulation and implementation, 

and helps translate corporate strategy into operational plans. 
11. The Council is the lead authority for joined-up e-government in the county. 
 
Areas for Improvement 
 
1. The extent to which all policies, strategies and plans underpin corporate ambitions is 

unclear. 
2. The extent to which the results of public consultation have actually influenced priorities is 

unclear. 
3. It is unclear whether realistic milestones are in place for all of the Council’s policies, 

strategies and plans. 
4. There is limited evidence to show that the diverse needs of minority groups have been 

routinely addressed. 
5. It is unclear how the Council establishes community approval to certain planning 

proposal (eg affordable housing within the draft Local Plan). 
6. There is limited evidence of responding to failure and building this into future plans. 
7. It is not clear how the Council plans to address its concerns about the adequacy of its 

capacity to achieve its ambitions and priorities. 
8. Service plans are not in place across the whole organisation. 
9. The Council admits that not all plans are regularly reviewed and there is little evidence of 

the scrutiny function being used for this purpose. 
10. Not all policies have action plans and regular review dates. 
11. It is not clear how the Council intends to ensure that all its plans “should be mutually 

consistent”. 
12. The extent to which all future plans appropriately anticipate the diverse needs, wants and 

expectations of a changing population is unclear. 
13. A significant number of policies, strategies and plans do not have action plans and 

timelines associated with them. 
14. There is no separate LA21 strategy (although the Council promotes sustainability through 

community planning). 
15. There is limited evidence that the Council is explicit about what can and cannot be 

delivered. 
 



© excellence in business 20 
WMLGA/2004/Assessments/NorthWarks/D6 060404 

ADDITIONAL NOTES 
 
The team hopes that the Council finds this report constructive and helpful in strengthening its 
corporate self-assessment, and focusing subsequent improvement activity.  Throughout the 
peer challenge process, the team has sought to operate as constructive friends and be 
supportive of the Council’s desire to open up to external challenge.  If there are some aspects 
of this report with which the Council does not entirely concur, and evidence exists to support 
its view, the Council may find it helpful to include this evidence in the revised self-assessment 
document or make it available to the Audit Commission during the scheduled inspection. 
 
Should the Council wish to discuss or clarify any aspect of the report then the team will be 
happy to do so during the feedback presentation. 
 
 
 
Keith Batchelor 
 
For and on behalf of the 
West Midlands LGA & Excellence in Business partnership 
Accredited Peer Challenge Provider 
 
 
 


