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REPORT TO: Executive 

 
DATE OF MEETING: 3 December 2007 

 
REPORT OF: Assistant Chief Executive 

 

SUBJECT: Review of Corporate Priorities, Corporate Plan 
proposals and Improvement Plan 
 

ITEM NUMBER:  
 

 
 

1 PURPOSE AND SUMMARY 
 
1.1 The purpose of this report is to ask the Executive to: 
 

n agree new priorities for the council leading up to April 2009; 
n agree revisions to proposals in the 2007/2010 Corporate Plan; and  
n agree a new improvement plan to replace the Improvement and 

Recovery Plan as a result of CPA and other inspection and 
assessment  learning 

 
1.2 The council’s existing corporate priorities have been in place for two and a 

half years. They are now in need of review. Proposals were built into the 
council’s Corporate Plan for 2007/2010 and were due to be considered 
through the normal corporate planning cycle set out in the plan. Local 
Government Reorganisation has an impact on the priority setting process. In 
addition the Corporate Plan includes a clear set of proposals which Local 
Government Reorganisation also has a significant impact. The council would 
not achieve the right focus or achieve value for money if it were to slavishly 
follow priorities and proposals which were no longer relevant or would not 
achieve desired customer and council outcomes. In October the Executive 
agreed a process to ensue an appropriate review takes place. This process 
incorporated: 

 
n an understanding of the political and officer priorities; 
n an understanding of residents priorities; 
n an understanding of the relevance of current Corporate Plans 

proposals and there ability to achieve outcomes within the lifetime of 
any transitional arrangements; 
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n an understanding of the improvement measures necessary to guide 
the council through the lifetime of any transitional arrangements and 
their relevance to new priorities; 

n the need to address the 2008/2009 budget and scrutiny engagement in 
the process in the light of new priorities; and 

n the need for a re-assessment of strategic risks. 
 
1.3  This report is a culmination of a large part of the process and will help support 

next year’s budget and service planning process. 
 
1.4 Members are recommended to support: 
 

1) the revised priorities set out in this report and specifically in Paragraph 5.8 
and work is commenced to develop an appropriate model and project plan 
for delivery; 

2) the revised Corporate Plan proposals set out in Appendix 2 and note the 
progress against those which remain unchanged; 

3) the Improvement Plan set out in Appendix 3; and 
4) agree that these revisions are used to support the budget process and 

service planning for 2008/2009 and service plan. 
  

 2. CONSULTATION 
 
2.1 The Chief Executive has been consulted on the reports and his comments 

have been incorporated within it. Executive members and Corporate 
Management team have been engaged in reviewing the council’s priorities 
and Corporate Plan proposals and their views have been taken into account 
in the report and its Appendices.  The Performance and Improvement Team 
have been consulted on the Improvement plan and their views taken into 
account in the final version. 

 
2.2 No other consultations were considered necessary at this stage including 

external consultations or engagement. 
 
 
3. CORPORATE PLAN AND PRIORITIES 
 
3.1 The 2007/2010 Corporate Plan was approved by Council on 26th June 2007. 

At that time the Government’s decision on Local Government review was not 
known. The Plan accepted up front that Local Government Reorganisation 
could occur and assured the local area and its people that we wanted to 
secure the best out of any change that may occur. There is still some doubt 
whether the Government’s decision will be implemented, at least in the 
proposed timetable, as a result of current legal challenges. However, the 
Corporate Plan makes it clear that there was need to review priorities as a 
result of change that has already happened. The review of the council’s 
priorities is necessary in any eventuality. If legal challenges fail and Local 
Government Reorganisation progresses against the Governments current 
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timescale then a review of priorities and proposals within the plan is more 
pressing. 

 
3.2 The following Corporate Plan proposals are considered to be specifically 

relevant to this report. 
  
 Customer Excellence CE 1: Development of Revised Improvement plan 

following the CPA judgement by December 2007. 
 
 Customer Excellence CE 2: Revise the priorities of the council and agree 

non-priorities taking into account any proposals to reorganise local 
government by June 2008 

 
                
4. IMPLICATIONS 
 
4.1 Financial implications and value for money  
 
 While there are no immediate specific financial implications to this report the 

review of priorities will impact on the council’s ambition and focus, the 
Medium Term Financial Plan and 2008/2009 budgeting process. Depending 
on the choices made the review of priorities will help determine how the 
council will deliver services and improvement over the next financial year. In 
terms of value for money the establishment and implementation of a review 
process for priorities and proposals will improve the council’s ability to 
achieve value for money as it will refocus the council in delivering services 
and improvement where there is the greatest need, particularly if Local 
Government Reorganisation takes place in the proposed timescales. 
Decisions to progress existing Corporate Plan proposals differently will also 
save resources being used where intended outcomes could not be realised or 
would lack value in the lifetime of transitional arrangements. 

 
4.2 Legal 
 

There are considered to be no direct legal issues of significance arising out of 
this report. 

 
4.3 Personnel 
 

 While there are no specific human resources implications to this report 
revised priorities will have an impact on individual services and delivery. 
Decisions on revising Corporate Plan proposals will help divert human 
resources to areas of greatest need particularly in the event of Local 
Government Review progressing against known timescales. 
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4.4 Other Services 
 

The corporate performance relates to all Services within the Council and has 
implications for improvement in Service Delivery.  The proposed focus on 
services which can contribute to neighbourhood service delivery and 
community engagements may mean that relevant services may need to be 
brought together under a common leadership. 

 
4.5 Diversity 
 

In general, in reviewing priorities and proposals assessments will need to be 
made of how any revised proposals will impact on all members of society. 
More specifically some Corporate Plan proposals, such as whether to 
progress to level 3 of the Equality Standard for Local Government will be 
reviewed against the value of progressing them in the light of potential 
change. The councils focus on community engagement and proposals in the 
Improvement Plan to focus on engaging minority groups is a significantly 
positive implication where improvement is expected 

 
4.6 Risk 

 
There are risks to the organisation in failing to take stock of priorities and 
proposals whatever timescales on Local Government Reorganisation are 
followed. Failure to review priorities and proposals could see wasted 
resources and lack of focus. The review of priorities and proposals ought to 
be carried out together with a full strategic risk assessment. The Improvement 
Plan should also be subject to a risk assessment. 

 
4.7 Crime and Disorder 
 

It is not felt there are any specific implications of the report on Crime and 
Disorder. However the council’s choice of priorities at the end of the day could 
have an impact on crime and disorder. Proposals in the Improvement plan to 
improve senior officer and member engagement in partnerships will have a 
significantly positive impact. 
 

4.8 Data Quality 
 

Every care has been taken in the development of this report to ensure that 
the information and data used in its preparation and the appendices attached 
are accurate, timely, consistent and comprehensive.  The Council’s Data 
Quality Policy has been complied with in producing this report.  
 

4.9 Other Implications  
 

The report does not relate to a key decision. In terms of engagement the 
council has used its current (and will use its proposed) residents survey and 
other engagement intelligence to help form proposed priorities. Revised 
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priorities and proposals will be communicated once they are agreed and the 
agreed process can be made available on the council’s web site and District 
News.  It is not considered that the report at this stage raises any key issues 
in respect of procurement, service planning, sustainability, human rights or 
social inclusion. The Improvement Plan includes proposals to provide clarity 
about delivery of the council’s reviewed policies in the light of learning from 
the CPA inspection. 
  

5. BACKGROUND, POSITION STATEMENT AND OPTION APPRAISAL 
 
5.1 The 2007/2010 Corporate Plan was approved by Council on 26th June 2007. 

At that time the Government’s decision on Local Government review was not 
known. The Plan accepted up front that Local Government Reorganisation 
could occur and assured the local area and its people that we wanted to 
secure the best out of any change that may occur. There is still some doubt 
whether the Government’s decision will be implemented at least in the 
proposed timetable as a result of legal challenges. However, the Corporate 
Plan makes it clear that there was need to review priorities as a result of 
change that has already happened. If legal challenges fail and Local 
Government Reorganisation progresses against the Government’s current 
timescale then a review of priorities and proposals within the plan is more 
pressing. 
   

5.2 It was intended that the review of priorities would take place within the normal 
corporate planning cycle. Some work on revisiting priorities had already been 
carried out. More formal consideration of this has been slightly delayed for the 
necessary reason of lack of clarity as a result of Local Government Review 
and the legal challenges. Further clarity on progress may be established in 
early October when the result of one of the national legal challenges is 
known. 

 
5.3 The Executive agreed a process for reconsideration of priorities at their 

meeting in October. The following key components were considered 
necessary, taking into account the likelihood of Local Government 
Reorganisation by April 2009: 

 
n an understanding of the political and officer priorities; 
n an understanding of residents priorities; 
n an understanding of the relevance of current Corporate Plans 

proposals and there ability to achieve outcomes within the lifetime of 
any transitional arrangements; 

n an understanding of the improvement measures necessary to guide 
the council through the lifetime of any transitional arrangements and 
their relevance to new priorities;  

n the need to address the 2008/2010 budget and scrutiny engagement in 
the process in the light of new priorities; and 

n the need for a re-assessment of strategic risks 
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5.4 The agreed process to achieve the review of priorities and proposals forms 
Appendix 1. Half of this process is now complete and the outcomes of the 
work done forma the basis for decisions in this report. 
 
Revised Corporate Priorities 

 
5.5 Currently there are 7 priorities in the Corporate Plan. These are: 
 

n Customer Excellence 
n Working together in partnership to deliver the community strategy 
n Meeting the Decent Homes Standard 
n Regeneration the District 
n Neighbourhood Management 
n New Ways of Working in Leisure 
n Maximising Efficiencies 

 
5.6 The three key priorities for improvement set out in last year’s Residents 

Survey were: 
  

n Low level of Crime  
n Clean streets   
n Affordable, decent housing  

 
5.7 The council needs to focus on the next sixteen months which is its likely ‘life 

expectancy. Consideration has been given to whether there is any value in 
continuing to focus on the current seven priorities. The view is taken that most 
of the council’s priorities are no longer appropriate for the following reasons: 

 
 Customer Excellence 
 This was initially an acceptable priority because of the shift in customer care 

and accessible services that was required for post 2004 CPA. The Customer 
Excellence Strategy has virtually been completed and as questioned by the 
CPA inspectors earlier this year it is time that customer excellence is what our 
communities should expect. As shown by recent successes, including Charter 
Mark, IIP and Quest accreditations it is felt that customer excellence is 
embedded and no longer needs to be a priority. The community engagement 
aspects of customer excellence remain vitally important to the remaining life 
of the council. 

 
 Working together in partnership to achieve the community strategy 
 The council has focussed on partnership working and this is likely to become 

more embedded as the council works to develop the new authority. 
Partnership is now part of the day job and no longer needs to be a specific 
priority 

 
 Meeting the decent homes standard 

While there is still a lot to do, by February public housing will no longer be a 
priority of the council as it will be delivered by another provider. While the 
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council will remain to have a responsibility to improve the private and private 
rented housing sectors it will not be a council priority. 
 
 
 
Regenerating the District 

 Now that the council has a regeneration strategy which is being implemented 
it can be argued that regeneration is now part of the day job. As a result it is 
felt that it does not now need to be a priority. The community engagement 
aspects of  regeneration remain vitally important to the remaining life of the 
council. 
 
 
New Ways of working in Leisure 
Despite the fact that the CPA Inspectors put forward a recommendation to 
develop a leisure strategy this is no longer considered to be a priority for the 
council in terms of future procurement options.  It would be inappropriate for 
the council to consider options any further bearing mind the restrictions on 
entering new contracts which will shortly be introduced by local government 
legislation. The consideration of leisure options would more appropriately be 
dealt with by the new unitary council in considering the transformation of 
leisure services across the county. There remain parts of the leisure service 
which fundamentally engage our communities and these services remain 
crucial to the remaining life of the council. 
 
Maximising Efficiencies 
The council is likely to achieve a Level 2 for Value for Money and a Level 3 
for Use of Resources for the second year running. While there is room for 
improvement value for money is now second nature and is what the council 
should be doing naturally. It no longer needs to be a council priority. 

 
5.8 In view of resident’s priorities and the importance attached to community 

engagement, Neighbourhood Management remains a very important part of 
the councils work. There is further scope over the next sixteen months to 
focus on those services which have the biggest impact on people’s lives and 
as a result the image of the council. If the council were to prioritise 
neighbourhood management and community engagement over its remaining 
term not only would it improve the quality of life of residents but it could help 
develop neighbourhood models which could influence the level of community 
engagement and neighbourhood service delivery in the new neighbourhood. 
By bringing together key services, and where possible other public services 
e.g. neighbourhood policing a lasting legacy could be created. It is considered 
therefore that the council ought to focus on neighbourhood management and 
community engagement as its sole priority over its remaining lifetime 

 
5.9 This concept needs to be developed. In agreeing this way work needs to start 

to develop an appropriate model and project plan for delivery. 
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Revised Corporate Plan proposals 

 
5.10 As part of the agreed process an exercise has been completed between 

Directors, Services Team Managers and Executive Members to agree; 
 

n which Corporate plan proposals are no longer relevant; 
n where proposals to milestones or targets are necessary as a result of 

progress and relevance to changing event; 
n what other corporate plan proposals or targets need revising;  
n whether there are any new issues that require addressing; and 
n what is the progress on those proposals that remain relevant? 

 
5.11  As a result of this work a schedule of revised proposals and progress 

monitoring based on Executive Member responsibilities is set out in Appendix 
2. It is noted that the CPA inspectors considered that our process for 
identifying non-priorities set out in the Corporate Plan makes it clear to staff 
and other stakeholders what are and are not priorities. In view of this it is not 
felt that any additional work to determine non-priorities is necessary. 

 
5.12 It is noted that the initial Corporate Plan did not include any specified 

proposals for Councillor Maureen Potts. The current exercise has not yet 
identified and proposals and further work needs to be done here. 

 
Proposed Improvement Plan 

 
5.13 Chester-le-Street District council is committed to continuous improvement. 

Since the Comprehensive Performance Assessment the council was formerly 
released from recovery. There is no need now to progress the Improvement 
and Recovery Plan. This is considered to be complete subject to evidence of 
embedding some of the actions. The council has continued to improve since 
the CPA ‘good’ judgment. This is in line with our longer term vision in the 
Corporate Plan to be an excellent council. Our continued journey toward 
excellence can be evidenced in a number of ways including the following: 

 
n Benefits receiving a ‘good service’ with ‘ promising prospects of 

improvement’  in their recent ‘harder test’ Pilot Inspection; 
n the Charter Mark in ICT; 
n the Quest accreditation in Leisure; 
n the golden green apple award; 
n the achievement of Investors in People; and 
n a positive direction of travel on indicators. 

 

5.14 The council’s future as an organisation is likely to be time limited as a result of 
Local Government Re-organisation. In addition it is not likely to be subject to 
a further CPA inspection during our remaining life nor will it be subject to 
Comprehensive Area Assessment. However it still needs to show that it is 
continuing to improve over the remaining life of the organisation and it is still 
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subject to annual audits and Direction of Travel assessments. The council still 
needs to deliver value for money for our communities. In view of this an 
Improvement plan remains necessary.  

 
5.15 In view of the short potential remaining life of the council there is no need for 

such a detailed and comprehensive plan as was the Improvement and 
Recovery Plan. The Corporate Plan itself is part of the council’s improvement 
programme. It contains significant proposals to improve services across the 
council. It is not felt that the council should make life more difficult for itself by 
developing a plan which is unwieldy or will put undue pressure on the 
organisation at a time where significant change will impact on our overall 
capacity to maintain services. What needs to addressed is: 

 

n CPA judgement recommendations; 
n Any perceived areas of improvement in the Inspection report ( and there 

are only a few) which are capable of being addressed and produce an 
outcome in the next16 months; and 

n Any issues arising out of any Audit Commission inspection or Audit not 
otherwise covered in any other improvement plan; and 

n Any recommendations from any other corporate inspection or external 
accreditation. 

 
5.16 A proposed Improvement plan is set out in Appendix 3 
 
6. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
6.1 Members are recommended to support: 
 

5) the revised priorities set out in this report and specifically in Paragraph 5.8 
and work is commenced to develop an appropriate model and project plan 
for delivery; 

6) the revised Corporate Plan proposals set out in Appendix 2 and note the 
progress against those which remain unchanged; 

7) the Improvement Plan set out in Appendix 3; and 
8) agree that these revisions are used to support the budget process and 

service planning for 2008/2009 and service plan. 
 
.7. BACKGROUND PAPERS / DOCUMENTS REFERRED 

 
7.1 Corporate Plan 2006/2009 and 2007/2010 
7.2 CPA report June 2006 – Audit Commission 
7.3 Report to Executive 1

st
 October 2007 

7.4 Investors in People Assessors Report October 2007 

 
Ian Forster 
Assistant Chief Executive 
15th November 2007 
Version 1.0   
 
Ian Forster  Tel 0191 3872130 e mail IanForster@chester-le-street.gov.uk 
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Appendix 1 

 
Suggested Process for Review of Corporate Priorities and Corporate Plan 
Proposals 
 
 
What  Who  By When 

Review of individual 
Corporate Plan proposals 
and production of 
recommendations for change 

Relevant Responsible Lead 
Officer and Executive 
Members 

31st October 2007 

Commissioning of 2007/2008 
residents survey with focus 
on residents priorities for the 
future 

Craig Etherington  31st October 2007 

Consideration of Priorities Informal Executive meeting 23rd November 2007 

Consideration of Residents 
Priorities from 2006/2007 
Survey and formulation of 
revised priorities 

Informal Executive and CMT 
meeting 

23rd November 2007 

Development of Strategic 
Improvement Plan as a result 
of CPA learning linked to 
revised priorities and revised 
corporate plan proposals 

Improvement and 
Performance Team led by Ian 
Forster 

23rd November 2007 

Formally agree new priorities 
and Strategic Improvement 
Plan 

Formal Executive meeting 3rd December 2007 

Receipt of 2007/2008 
residents Survey results and 
consideration by Executive 

Informal Executive meeting  18th January 2008 

Scrutiny engagement in 
2008/2009 budget process  

Overview and Scrutiny Panel 
Meetings 

Ist February 2008 

Strategic Risk Assessment  Corporate Workshop, officers 
and Members 

29th February 2008 

Executive Consideration of 
Budget 

Formal Executive meeting TBA 

Council agrees budget to 
meet new priorities 

Full Council  TBA 
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Why do we need an Improvement Plan 
 
Chester-le-Street District council is committed to continuous improvement. Since the Comprehensive 
Performance Assessment the council was formerly released from recovery. There is no need now to progress 
the Improvement and Recovery Plan. This was considered to be complete subject to evidence of embedding 
some of the actions. 
 
The council has continued to improve since the CPA ‘good’ judgment. This is in line with our longer term vision 
in the Corporate Plan to be an excellent council. Our continued journey toward excellence can be evidenced in 
a number of ways including the following: 
 

n Benefits receiving a ‘good service’ with ‘ promising prospects of improvement’  in their recent ‘harder 
test’ Pilot Inspection; 

n the Charter Mark in ICT; 
n the Quest accreditation in Leisure; 
n the golden green apple award; 
n the achievement of Investors in People; and 
n a positive direction of travel on indicators. 

 
The council’s future and an organisation is likely to be time limited as a result of Local Government Re-
organisation. In addition it is not likely to be subject to a further CPA inspection during our remaining life nor 
will we be subject to Comprehensive Area Assessment. However we still need to show that we are continuing 
to improve over the remaining life of the organisation and we are still subject to annual audits and Direction of 
Travel assessments. We still need to deliver value for money for our communities. 
 

What should the Improvement Plan address? 
 
In view of the short potential remaining life of the council there is no need for such a detailed and 
comprehensive plan as was the Improvement and Recovery Plan. The Corporate Plan itself is part of our 
improvement programme. It contains significant proposals to improve services across the council. We do not 
need to make life more difficult for ourselves to develop a plan which is unwieldy or will put undue pressure on 
the organisation at a time where significant change will impact on our overall capacity to maintain services. 
What we need to address is: 
 

n CPA judgement recommendations; 
n Any perceived areas of improvement in the Inspection report ( and there are only a few) which are 

capable of being addressed and produce an outcome in the next16 months; and 
n Any issues arising out of any Audit Commission inspection or Audit not otherwise covered in any other 

improvement plan; and 
n Any recommendations from any other corporate inspection or external accreditation. 

 
The Improvement plan is set out in the following pages 
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