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1. Key Messages 
 
Cornwall Council’s most recent Corporate Peer Challenge took place in December 2017. 
Just over two years on, we can report there has been sustained improvement across a 
range of key areas. The Council clearly embraced the recommendations from 2017 and 
other associated LGA led challenges and has been proactively tackling issues, resulting in 
significant progress.  
 
The Council is a driving force behind the strong ambitions for Cornwall locally, regionally 
and nationally and a true leader of place. The strength of their voice and engagement with 
national government, evidenced in the signing of its devolution deal in 2015, is constantly 
refined and built upon as demonstrated in ‘New Frontiers’ (its proposition to government to 
stimulate growth and drive Cornwall’s economy beyond Brexit), with a continued focus on 
devolving power to Cornwall. Such proactivity has seen significant outcomes, notably the 
Spaceport and the clear potential that creates for Cornwall to be a player within the global 
space industry. 
 
The Council has re-enforced its commitment to put residents at the heart of everything it 
does. Residents clearly recognise that the Council advocates on their behalf through the 
‘Stand up for Cornwall’ campaign.  This is evidenced in the most recent residents’ survey 
results and we found staff and members clearly understand and work toward this 
commitment.  
 
Cornwall Council is resolutely focussed on improving the services it commissions, shapes 
and provides to its residents. In November 2019, its Children’s Services were rated 
‘Outstanding’ by Ofsted and are the best within the south west region. Having recognised 
its challenges in other areas, for example, leading and shaping the health and social care 
market, it is now proactively addressing greater integration and improvement here too. 
Furthermore, its plans in respect of transport integration are impressive and as they are 
delivered will truly represent ‘one’ network, timetable, ticketing, standard, and customer 
focus. More clear corporate branding has now been established which will help the Council 
get the credit for what is a significant achievement, benefitting the residents of Cornwall. 
 
The Council’s ambitions for Cornwall are underpinned by a strong partnership foundation 
and epitomised through an equally strong and developing track record for delivery. This is 
reflected across Cornwall with its 19 Community Networks and in specific places, for 
example Penzance, where its Place Shaping Board is overseeing significant change and 
development in that town. The physical examples such as the restoration of the iconic 
Jubilee Pool and the accolades that follow (The Academy of Urbanism’s Great Town 
Award 2019) are clear to see, but crucially they are underpinned by inspired and 
collaborative leaders of place at a local level, which help shape a far brighter future for 
Penzance.  
 
Such approaches are also scaled up on a themed basis with the successful transformation 
of Cornwall’s libraries, where the local councils have worked ‘hand in glove’ with the 
principal authority to maintain and develop what is now a flourishing service. 
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The Council’s political and managerial leaders are progressive, taking the lead for 
Cornwall time and again, to create a brighter future for its residents, for example the 
ambition for Cornwall to become carbon neutral by 2030 and investment in a more 
sustainable and integrated transport infrastructure.  Such ambitions are based upon solid 
foundations and trust and it is clear the national government has significant confidence in 
Cornwall’s ability to deliver a wide range of complex and innovative projects.  
 
The Council’s political administration, which is an Independent and Liberal Democrat 
alliance, has seen a planned switch of leader and deputy arrangements at the mid-point of 
the four-year administration. One stakeholder we spoke with summed this up well ‘It has 
been seamless, mature, and has and will stand the test of time’. Importantly, they are 
supported very well - the Council’s Chief Executive and her Corporate Directors Team 
(CDT) clearly have the energy, vision and determination to succeed. In the last two years 
that senior team has changed and developed, both by promoting from within and seeking 
expertise and capacity externally, to ensure the Council has a senior team that leads, 
delivers and is respected.  
 
From our engagement with stakeholders and importantly external partners, we found that 
CDT officers are held in high regard and given the changes planned ahead it will be 
important to maintain the strategic capacity this leadership team offers into the future. 
Therefore, now is the ideal opportunity to invest time and energy in the development of 
CDT so they are collectively equipped to lead the change agenda on behalf of the 
Council’s officer team and model the values and behaviours expected at Cornwall Council. 
This is also an opportunity to cement the final elements of a ‘one council’ approach. 
 
As a result of actions such as the approaches being taken by the new CDT, that ‘golden 
thread’ of focus and commitment around a common purpose at Cornwall Council is now 
more evident than it was two years ago. The Council still has some way to go to fully 
develop a ‘one council’ ethos but it has clearly shifted that way. This is led from the top, for 
example, the Chief Executive has assigned each member of the Council Leadership Team 
to a Community Network Panel – they are representing the Council as a whole, not just 
that place or service function and speak on behalf of the Council.  Such change needs to 
be maintained, built upon and reinforced. 
 

The focus on communications over the last two years has shown significant 
improvements. The Council responded positively to both the recommendations from the 
CPC and the 2016 LGA led Communications Peer Challenge; the results from its latest 
resident surveys evidence this as it demonstrates real improvements. The Head of Service 
for the communications function is making a positive impact and the team is well-
respected across the Council.  Having rightly focussed on external communications, the 
Council is now addressing the important change issues and messaging around its internal 
communications.  
 

The Council has invested in its communications resources and this has delivered 
improvements.  However, in the view of the team, this could still be further enhanced by 
reviewing the deployment of communications resources across the Council, including the 
group of companies. It struck us that the collective capacity that these arrangements can 
generate are currently diluted by the way those with responsibility for communications are 
deployed within the Council, for example we found communication staff working in different 
service areas. There are also wider challenges that need to be addressed.  
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The first is ensuring that the Council gains credit from all its many and various 
programmes, projects and work streams its commissions or delivers in partnership - the 
team still felt that this was not always the case. All parts of the Council need to work 
strategically to support the Communications Team to ensure they deliver consistent 
messaging and branding.  To some extent, this is again reflective of the challenge already 
referred to, of a need to fully embed a ‘one council’ mentality. With further changes 
planned, our view is that this is an important area to attend to.  
 
That shift in culture will be enabled through more systematic engagement with 
stakeholders, and especially managers and staff and through modernising systems, 
processes and ways of working. The engagement with and empowerment of managers 
and staff is again more evident now than two years ago. Those we met were clearly 
committed and engaged, and across the board we found a strong focus on responding to 
the needs of communities and residents shining through. This really impressed us, as the 
staff we met all welcomed and embraced the Council’s clear focus on improving the lives 
of residents.  This has been enabled by many things, including the excellent management 
development programme the Council is putting in place and the collective oversight of the 
People and Workforce Board, which brings drive, energy and cross Council senior officers 
together to push on with change. 
 
That focus around more effective leadership and empowerment is becoming clear to see 
in areas where previously it was lacking. For example, the renewed energy, drive and 
confidence in adult social care was heartening to see as part of this follow up visit. This will 
help the Council as it embarks on significant change, including health and adult social 
care, integration. However, leaders at the Council know that this is at the start of a change 
curve and it will require steadfast attention, focus and capacity to drive this change 
through. The same is true around other core enablers for change, for example, in terms of 
modernising corporate services and driving the Council’s digital agenda, where change is 
happening but needs to be driven at pace. It will be important to ensure there is enough 
capacity to support the ambitions being planned. As one stakeholder told us ‘We need to 
make sure we keep a hand as well as an eye on the ball as we change, so it doesn’t get 
dropped.’ Addressing these matters will be key to the Council and its partners future 
success and these changes must be led with fortitude, engaging and empowering staff 
and including all parts of the Council and its companies.  
 
The Council’s devolution agenda and achievements are impressive, both in terms of what 
it has asked and gained from government and what it has achieved in partnership at a 
local level in Cornwall. The Council’s current ‘asks’ to government are strong and 
compelling and laid out in some detail, but from our conversations with local stakeholders 
we felt that these may merit simplifying to support greater understanding and involvement 
of partners and staff. As one stakeholder told us ‘it would be great if we could have the 
asks explained on a sheet of A4’.   
 
Furthermore, at a local level there are a range of models and tools available to support 
Local leadership of place, for example the Community Networks and Place Boards. It is 
equally clear such arrangements and tools are having variable success across different 
parts of Cornwall and impact and it would be wise for the Council to reflect upon this.  
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As the Council develops its locality working further and prepares for 2021 there will be 
opportunities to assess this and within that context review how to better join up services at 
a community level and potentially enhance local decision making. Structures are in place 
and well underway for 2021, but this is signalling a significant change in the role of 
members and they will need a comprehensive support programme to help the Council 
deliver its post 2021 ambitions as effectively as possible. 
 
The Council has become increasingly self-aware in terms of its financial sustainability and 
resilience, which is evident in terms of its reporting around budget pressures and 
reconciling its current and future demand issues for adult social care. It will be important 
that such demands, associated risks and budget pressures are properly mapped for the 
medium to long terms.   
 
Cornwall Council has achieved much since its last Corporate Peer Challenge in 2017 and 
the impact this has had on improving outcomes for its citizens is clear to see. Having 
revisited the Council at beginning of 2020, it is also evident that it is very aware of its future 
challenges, but just as importantly its future opportunities to improve those outcomes still 
further. We are confident that Cornwall Council will respond to the challenges and 
recommendations in this report, just as it did in 2017 and continue to grow and develop as 
an exemplar local authority, partner and leader of place. 

 
2. Purpose and Scope of the Follow Up Visit 

Cornwall Council invited and received an LGA Corporate Peer Challenge in December 
2017. Feedback concluded that the Council had: a resolute focus on its leadership role 
for Cornwall, proactively reconfigured the senior officer structure, making it ‘fit for 
purpose’, and was establishing an effective framework to improve its governance and 
through these things and many other achievements it was driving change and 
challenging itself effectively.  

Importantly, that peer challenge recognised the Council was self-aware. It recognised its 
challenges, for example in respect of transformation and the need to enhance its digital 
and IT platforms, or indeed the way it needed to more effectively manage its 
communication and engagement with residents, or how it could more proactively shape 
and help build a more resilient health and social care market. 

In addition, the Council underwent two further relevant LGA led peer reviews; a 
communications review in 2016 and an adult safeguarding peer challenge in 2019.   
 
The purpose of the follow up visit on 14 – 16 January 2020 was to help the Council take 
stock of progress made against the areas of improvement identified since the last peer 
challenge and the aforementioned peer reviews, and provide some key headline 
messages in respect of these. In addition, the Council also asked the team to provide a 
view upon three core areas below to help it focus upon its future improvement challenges 
and opportunities.  
 

• Leadership, localism and devolution – are the Council’s strategic intentions and 
ambitions aligned with the ability and capacity of the organisation and partners to 
deliver on these agendas? 
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• Preparations for 2021 – is the Council taking the appropriate, coordinated and 
timely steps (mindful of the reduction from 123 to 87 members) to safeguard and 
secure the continued success of the organisation? 
 

• Plans shape of the Council and the wider integration of public services in Cornwall 
– are these valid, realistic and deliverable? 

 
This report provides a written summary of those key messages as well as the findings 
and observations made by the peer team in respect of the three core areas.   
 
2.1 Peer review and challenge 
 
Peer challenges are improvement-focussed and tailored to meet individual councils’ 
needs.  They are designed to complement and add value to a council’s own performance 
and improvement focus.  The peer team used their experience and knowledge of local 
government to reflect on the information presented to them by people they met, things 
they saw and material that they read.  The process is not designed to provide a technical 
assessment or due diligence on specific proposals. Neither is it intended to provide 
prescriptive recommendations.  The peer challenge process provides feedback, 
observations and insights from experienced practitioners that will help validate, reality 
check and further develop the council’s current plans, proposals and evolving thinking 
about the future. 
 
2.2 Peer team 
 
Peer challenges are delivered by experienced elected member and officer peers.  The 
make-up of the peer team reflected the Council’s requirements and the focus of the peer 
challenge.  Peers were selected on the basis of their relevant experience and expertise 
and agreed with the Council.  The peers who undertook the follow up visit to Cornwall 
Council were: 
 

• Amanda Deeks, former Chief Executive of South Gloucestershire Council 

• Cllr Alan Seldon, Herefordshire Council  

• Cllr Heather Kidd, Shropshire Council  

• Adi Cooper, Care and Health Improvement Advisor, Local Government Association 

• David Holdstock, Director of Communications, Local Government Association 

• Paul Clarke, Peer Challenge Manager, Local Government Association 
 
The team were very familiar with Cornwall Council, including its achievements, challenges 
and opportunities. Four of the team had been involved in the original corporate peer 
challenge in December 2017 and the further two members had led peer reviews of 
Communications and Adult Safeguarding at the Council.  
 
The team spent 2.5 days onsite in Cornwall during January 2020 during which they spoke 
to more than 115 stakeholders including councillors, staff and partners.  Peers prepared 
for their visit by reviewing a range of documents and information in order to ensure they 
were familiar with the Council, the challenges it is facing, and the recent progress and 
developments made. 
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3. Specific findings and observations  
 
This section provides further detail to the key messages section by highlighting findings 
and observations in respect of the three core areas the peer team were asked to comment 
upon.  

 

3.1 Are the Council’s strategic intentions and ambitions aligned 
with the ability and capacity of the organisation and partners to 
deliver on these agendas? 
 

Cornwall Council is a strong leader of place and constantly reinforces this locally, 
regionally and nationally. It’s track record is one which demonstrates the ability to engage 
proactively for Cornwall on a national stage and it gains benefits from that, for example in 
terms of its devolution deal. Importantly, it then delivers upon that positive engagement 
and see things through, witness the Spaceport proposals and the existing, as well as 
planned, delivery for a ‘ground breaking’ integrated transport plan for Cornwall.  
 
The political leadership of the Council sets the tone. It is ambitious, clear, collaborative and 
intent on delivering outcomes. The political alliance between the Liberal Democrats and 
Independent Groups is now in its second term of office. A sign of its maturity is the 
effective and seamless way the Leader and Deputy leader have, on a planned basis, 
switched roles at the mid-point of the four-year administration.  
 
Through effective leadership and importantly in partnership, the Council is ever intent on 
enhancing and pushing Cornwall’s ambitions. The ‘Standing up for Cornwall’ campaign for 
fairer funding is impressive, with its focus on devolving resources and powers to the area. 
However, our view is that the Council would benefit from sharing more widely with 
residents, business and partners when they secure ‘wins’ for Cornwall, which are often 
significant.   
 
Equally, the Council is pushing onwards with change, for example there is the emerging 
Cornwall and Isles of Scilly ‘Local Industrial Strategy’. This has a long-term vision, which 
builds upon the strength of its strong core partnership and draws upon the rich market 
opportunities for Cornwall such as the space sector and its natural resources, including a 
strong emphasis on clean energy, mining for the low carbon transition, driving excellence 
in agri-food and creating a high value sustainable visitor economy.  
 
Such is the depth and wealth of programmes, activity and further plans that emanate from 
this work, the peer team felt that sometimes the Council could share the successes of 
these approaches and others better with residents, including celebrating the Council’s role 
in influencing and bringing these about.  
 
We felt now was a good opportunity for Cornwall Council to restate and simplify such 
priorities and ‘asks’ to residents, partners and staff. For example, explaining the relation, 
interface and outcomes from the Local Industrial Strategy, the Shared Prosperity Fund, 
and Cornwall’s devolution ambitions. 
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3.2 Is the Council taking the appropriate, coordinated and timely 
steps to safeguard and secure the continued success of the 
organisation? 
 

There will be significant changes in 2021 in Cornwall, following on from the Local 
Government Boundary review, in terms of the political governance arrangements. The 
Council is preparing well for this but there is still much to attend to. 
 
The change from the current number of 123 councillors to, as the Council position 
statement for this follow up states, ‘87 digitally enabled members equipped to fulfil their 
local place leader and strategic roles...’  should not be underestimated. Likewise, ahead of 
the town and parish elections in 2021 the Council has commenced community governance 
reviews. As such it will be a time of change, but importantly, bringing with it opportunities. 
 
The ambition to prepare for the ‘87 digitally enabled members…’ is coupled with proactive 
management of change. There is a ‘Positive Governance’ project established, member 
support and member workstreams are actively in train as part of this and there is 
significant activity and intent. However, we found some internal stakeholders, including 
some members haven’t yet been ‘won over’ to embrace digital change. Indeed, some 
others saw the change as one stakeholder told us as ‘less democracy for more work’ i.e. 
less political representation for a growing population.  Also, when we spoke with partners, 
whilst they were aware of the potential changes and reduction in the number of councillors, 
they found it challenging to describe the implications, impact and importantly purpose of 
the change. As such there remains work to be done in this area around knowledge, 
understanding and engagement – what will these changes mean? 
 
We found clear and progressive Council priorities in place. They are shared and well 
understood by staff and partners. This is reflective of a Council that is working hard to 
communicate, engage and collaborate. This approach needs to be maintained and built 
upon, for example the changes planned for 2021 offer a unique opportunity to ensure the 
delivery of effective governance structures and outcomes for Council, partners and 
localities.  
 
There also needs to be more consistency of message throughout the Council.  The new 
CDT presents a good opportunity to tighten this up.  We were impressed and fed back to 
the Council about the vibrance and real sense of purpose around some of its community 
networks and local arrangements, as evident in Penzance. However, we also commented 
upon the variability of those arrangements and the lack of sight around effectively sharing 
and replicating impact and effective practice. Some variability is to be expected, but that 
should not mean that some places flourish, but others do not.  
 
It will be important to harness the examples of strong effective local place leadership, draw 
out the core components of effective local working and decide with partners the most 
effective local forums for decision making. It will also be useful to review the success of the 
recent plans to devolve some decision-making powers for Highways to local areas, and 
indeed whether other emerging strategic priorities can be best supported through local 
decision making. This is no easy task but one that if the Council and its partners address 
will allow Cornwall as local communities and to flourish. 
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The Council has been led well by its officer leadership through change and transition. The 
Chief Executive is highly respected by partners, managers and staff and leads by 
example. She and her CDT colleagues have managed a significant change in the senior 
team arrangements to what is now a largely new CDT and wider Council Leadership 
Team. Like the maturity within the political administration, it has largely been a planned 
change and managed effectively. Managers and staff welcome their freshness of 
leadership and renewed intent to drive further improvement.  
 
Therefore, CDT have, with the support of the political administration, an ideal window of 
opportunity to push ahead with purpose the Council’s transformation and change agenda. 
This involves a range of ingredients to ensure Cornwall Council is working at as one 
stakeholder told us ‘the very top of their game’ and this includes core Council approaches 
to amongst others: a clear model of leadership, pay and grading, office accommodation, 
smarter working, working across partnerships, localities and digital delivery and 
consistency of messaging.  
 
The changes outlined in the paragraph above are far easier said than done and will require 
drive, purpose, determination to see them through. As the Council plans and implements 
such changes an increased focus on internal communications and effective engagement 
with staff is a first order priority, as will be the consistent visibility of member and officer 
leadership throughout this change. Therefore, the references already made to ensuring the 
capacity and focus of leadership and communications will be key drivers to enable the 
effective delivery of the changes. 
 
The transformation plans, and actions referred to above, will also help to underpin the 
financial resilience and sustainability of the Council in the medium term. For example, the 
achievement of such plans will be fundamental in helping deliver the £60m of savings 
required over the next 4 years. The Council has been an effective financial steward over 
time, and it has increasingly used its financial strength and plans, aligned to it priorities 
and risk appetite, to address Cornwall’s challenges. For example, the Council’s 
intervention and investment to move on stalled housing developments, as demonstrated 
by the Langarth Garden Village scheme.   
 
We are clear the Council has effective financial plans through to April 2021 and given the 
uncertainties within prevailing national local government financial context, this is no mean 
feat. However, it is aware that its medium-term plans must now develop, ensuring through 
this, its transformation plans help secure its financial resilience, and equally making sure 
its future forecasts take full account of, and reflect a changing environment, demography 
and demand, especially in terms of adult social care and health. 
 
Furthermore, in line with its overall priorities and financial plans it should also ensure that 
through the business planning process the group of companies can clearly demonstrate 
the added value that they create for Cornwall Council, with a specific focus on ensuring 
that management overheads and back office arrangements represent value for money. 
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3.3 Are the plans shape of the Council and the wider integration of 
public services in Cornwall valid, realistic and deliverable? 
 

There has been and continues to be a clear shift in the partnership agenda across 
Cornwall and a collective desire and strategic intent to integrate services to benefit 
residents. The developing plans for the further integration of Cornwall’s blue light services 
are built upon the solid foundation of the Tri-Service Safety Officer roles which has been in 
place for over five years. This clearly works and has the potential for further scaling up.  
 
The health and social care system in Cornwall, like many others nationally is experiencing 
ongoing pressures, with the local dimension of the acute hospital trust continuing to be in 
special measures, despite reported improvements. As such the fundamental principle of 
integration across that system, so the collective capacity and capability of the whole 
partnership is martialled as effectively as possible is recognised. As one might expect this 
presents potential challenges and associated risks which need to be mitigated by system 
partners. 
 
In the area of adult social care, which is the primary responsibility of the Council, there is a 
clear intent for change which is shifting to action.  For example, there is a willingness and 
commitment at a strategic level to deliver a new vision and leadership, such as the idea for 
a joint accountable officer across the Council and the Clinical Commissioning Group 
(CCG). Furthermore, the Council itself has used the opportunities of the CPC in 2017 and 
a further LGA led Adults Safeguarding Peer Challenge in 2019 to welcome challenge to its 
plans and practice and utilise these as catalysts for change. The Newton Europe project 
focused on adult services’ redesign was described as an ‘exemplar’ and now is moving 
into design, change and implementation stages. The recently established joint 
commissioning lead and officers have already achieved improvements (regarding Care 
Home contracts) and provide a basis for effective and efficient commissioning across the 
Council and CCG.  
 
There have been immediate and longer-term improvements in response to the 
safeguarding review, including appointing a Making Safeguarding Personal champion, 
changing processes to support better practice, and work on supervision. Regular audits 
provide evidence of improvement as well as areas for development and the need for 
ongoing culture change to achieve consistent and embedded new ways of working. The 
establishment of ‘People, places, partnership’ programme and Board now provides 
strategic leadership and oversight of the range of change and modernisation projects in 
the directorate. 
  
Importantly, the changes in adult social care referenced above have been supported by a 
collective will across the Council to focus its intent and add capacity in areas of greatest 
need. The demand pressures and change challenges will continue to require leadership at 
all levels, adequate capacity and support. As the further change process is rolled out, and 
integration and locality working arrangements start to become embedded, it will be equally 
important that the Council’s improvements are maintained in tandem. Therefore, such 
capacity and focus must not be lost, as if that happens then progress in adult social care, 
as well as integration with health, is likely to slowed. Therefore, we recommend that where 
plans are at an early stage they are developed and tested before being put into practice.  
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Learning from the Newton Europe approach is essential. The complexity and breadth of 
changes in this area presents challenges regarding sustainability and timeframes, 
governance and workforce. Proof of concept through joint commissioning will strengthen 
joint decision making and provide confidence in more integrated working with health.   
 
Concluding where we started this report, the peer team believe that Cornwall Council is an 
impressive local authority. The strength of the Council’s Children’s Services is well 
documented - it is an example to all. As an ‘Outstanding’ Ofsted rated service, the Council 
can benefit the sector by sharing its wonderful progress and learning from its success 
across the region and country. Indeed, this is equally true in many other areas besides 
Children’s Services, for example, the creation of an integrated public transport network. 

 

4. Recommendations 
 

This report has highlighted a number of suggestions to the Council following consideration 
by the peer team. The following seven recommendations are reflective of these and should 
be considered within the context of helping drive the Council towards excellence   

 

• Communicate your devolution ‘wins’ as well as current ‘asks’ and outcomes for staff 
and partners so they can better understand and engage with them. 

• Develop your place-based working by maintaining local flexibility, ensuring 
teams/partners are enabled to join up at a local level so that communities can thrive, 
influence and where appropriate make decisions e.g. identify local leaders, work across 
Council and partner structures, engage members including towns and parishes 

• Focus, as a priority on delivering your transformation agenda: digital, corporate 
services, compliance and including the group of companies 

• Support and develop members roles to help them fulfil their roles and functions from 
2021 

• Support the CDT leadership, drive and momentum for change throughout the Council - 
your empowerment plans are good and now need to be delivered 

• Ensure you effectively resource your own Adult Social Care directorate through 
change, so its momentum is maintained 

• Review communication resources across the Council (including the group of 
companies) and agree a consistent model of delivery 

 

5. Next steps  
 

We appreciate the Council will want to reflect on these findings and suggestions with the 
senior managerial and political leadership in order to determine how the organisation 
wishes to take things forward. As part of the peer review/challenge process, there is an 
offer of further activity to support this. The Local Government Association (LGA) is well 
placed to provide additional support, advice and guidance on a number of the areas for 
development and improvement and we would be happy to discuss this. Andy Bates, 
Principal Advisor is the main contact between your authority and the LGA.  His contact 
details are: Tel.07919562849 and Email. andy.bates@local.gov.uk.  
 

In the meantime, we are keen to continue the relationship we have formed with the Council 
throughout the peer challenge. We will endeavour to provide additional information and 
signposting about the issues we have raised in this report to help inform ongoing 
consideration.  
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	The Council is a driving force behind the strong ambitions for Cornwall locally, regionally and nationally and a true leader of place. The strength of their voice and engagement with national government, evidenced in the signing of its devolution deal in 2015, is constantly refined and built upon as demonstrated in ‘New Frontiers’ (its proposition to government to stimulate growth and drive Cornwall’s economy beyond Brexit), with a continued focus on devolving power to Cornwall. Such proactivity has seen si
	 
	The Council has re-enforced its commitment to put residents at the heart of everything it does. Residents clearly recognise that the Council advocates on their behalf through the ‘Stand up for Cornwall’ campaign.  This is evidenced in the most recent residents’ survey results and we found staff and members clearly understand and work toward this commitment.  
	 
	Cornwall Council is resolutely focussed on improving the services it commissions, shapes and provides to its residents. In November 2019, its Children’s Services were rated ‘Outstanding’ by Ofsted and are the best within the south west region. Having recognised its challenges in other areas, for example, leading and shaping the health and social care market, it is now proactively addressing greater integration and improvement here too. Furthermore, its plans in respect of transport integration are impressiv
	 
	The Council’s ambitions for Cornwall are underpinned by a strong partnership foundation and epitomised through an equally strong and developing track record for delivery. This is reflected across Cornwall with its 19 Community Networks and in specific places, for example Penzance, where its Place Shaping Board is overseeing significant change and development in that town. The physical examples such as the restoration of the iconic Jubilee Pool and the accolades that follow (The Academy of Urbanism’s Great T
	 
	Such approaches are also scaled up on a themed basis with the successful transformation of Cornwall’s libraries, where the local councils have worked ‘hand in glove’ with the principal authority to maintain and develop what is now a flourishing service. 
	 
	 
	The Council’s political and managerial leaders are progressive, taking the lead for Cornwall time and again, to create a brighter future for its residents, for example the ambition for Cornwall to become carbon neutral by 2030 and investment in a more sustainable and integrated transport infrastructure.  Such ambitions are based upon solid foundations and trust and it is clear the national government has significant confidence in Cornwall’s ability to deliver a wide range of complex and innovative projects.
	 
	The Council’s political administration, which is an Independent and Liberal Democrat alliance, has seen a planned switch of leader and deputy arrangements at the mid-point of the four-year administration. One stakeholder we spoke with summed this up well ‘It has been seamless, mature, and has and will stand the test of time’. Importantly, they are supported very well - the Council’s Chief Executive and her Corporate Directors Team (CDT) clearly have the energy, vision and determination to succeed. In the la
	 
	From our engagement with stakeholders and importantly external partners, we found that CDT officers are held in high regard and given the changes planned ahead it will be important to maintain the strategic capacity this leadership team offers into the future. Therefore, now is the ideal opportunity to invest time and energy in the development of CDT so they are collectively equipped to lead the change agenda on behalf of the Council’s officer team and model the values and behaviours expected at Cornwall Co
	 
	As a result of actions such as the approaches being taken by the new CDT, that ‘golden thread’ of focus and commitment around a common purpose at Cornwall Council is now more evident than it was two years ago. The Council still has some way to go to fully develop a ‘one council’ ethos but it has clearly shifted that way. This is led from the top, for example, the Chief Executive has assigned each member of the Council Leadership Team to a Community Network Panel – they are representing the Council as a whol
	 
	The focus on communications over the last two years has shown significant improvements. The Council responded positively to both the recommendations from the CPC and the 2016 LGA led Communications Peer Challenge; the results from its latest resident surveys evidence this as it demonstrates real improvements. The Head of Service for the communications function is making a positive impact and the team is well-respected across the Council.  Having rightly focussed on external communications, the Council is no
	 
	The Council has invested in its communications resources and this has delivered improvements.  However, in the view of the team, this could still be further enhanced by reviewing the deployment of communications resources across the Council, including the group of companies. It struck us that the collective capacity that these arrangements can generate are currently diluted by the way those with responsibility for communications are deployed within the Council, for example we found communication staff worki
	The first is ensuring that the Council gains credit from all its many and various programmes, projects and work streams its commissions or delivers in partnership - the team still felt that this was not always the case. All parts of the Council need to work strategically to support the Communications Team to ensure they deliver consistent messaging and branding.  To some extent, this is again reflective of the challenge already referred to, of a need to fully embed a ‘one council’ mentality. With further ch
	 
	That shift in culture will be enabled through more systematic engagement with stakeholders, and especially managers and staff and through modernising systems, processes and ways of working. The engagement with and empowerment of managers and staff is again more evident now than two years ago. Those we met were clearly committed and engaged, and across the board we found a strong focus on responding to the needs of communities and residents shining through. This really impressed us, as the staff we met all w
	 
	That focus around more effective leadership and empowerment is becoming clear to see in areas where previously it was lacking. For example, the renewed energy, drive and confidence in adult social care was heartening to see as part of this follow up visit. This will help the Council as it embarks on significant change, including health and adult social care, integration. However, leaders at the Council know that this is at the start of a change curve and it will require steadfast attention, focus and capaci
	 
	The Council’s devolution agenda and achievements are impressive, both in terms of what it has asked and gained from government and what it has achieved in partnership at a local level in Cornwall. The Council’s current ‘asks’ to government are strong and compelling and laid out in some detail, but from our conversations with local stakeholders we felt that these may merit simplifying to support greater understanding and involvement of partners and staff. As one stakeholder told us ‘it would be great if we c
	 
	Furthermore, at a local level there are a range of models and tools available to support Local leadership of place, for example the Community Networks and Place Boards. It is equally clear such arrangements and tools are having variable success across different parts of Cornwall and impact and it would be wise for the Council to reflect upon this.  
	 
	As the Council develops its locality working further and prepares for 2021 there will be opportunities to assess this and within that context review how to better join up services at a community level and potentially enhance local decision making. Structures are in place and well underway for 2021, but this is signalling a significant change in the role of members and they will need a comprehensive support programme to help the Council deliver its post 2021 ambitions as effectively as possible. 
	 
	The Council has become increasingly self-aware in terms of its financial sustainability and resilience, which is evident in terms of its reporting around budget pressures and reconciling its current and future demand issues for adult social care. It will be important that such demands, associated risks and budget pressures are properly mapped for the medium to long terms.   
	 
	Cornwall Council has achieved much since its last Corporate Peer Challenge in 2017 and the impact this has had on improving outcomes for its citizens is clear to see. Having revisited the Council at beginning of 2020, it is also evident that it is very aware of its future challenges, but just as importantly its future opportunities to improve those outcomes still further. We are confident that Cornwall Council will respond to the challenges and recommendations in this report, just as it did in 2017 and cont
	 
	2. Purpose and Scope of the Follow Up Visit 
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	Cornwall Council invited and received an LGA Corporate Peer Challenge in December 2017. Feedback concluded that the Council had: a resolute focus on its leadership role for Cornwall, proactively reconfigured the senior officer structure, making it ‘fit for purpose’, and was establishing an effective framework to improve its governance and through these things and many other achievements it was driving change and challenging itself effectively.  
	Importantly, that peer challenge recognised the Council was self-aware. It recognised its challenges, for example in respect of transformation and the need to enhance its digital and IT platforms, or indeed the way it needed to more effectively manage its communication and engagement with residents, or how it could more proactively shape and help build a more resilient health and social care market. 
	In addition, the Council underwent two further relevant LGA led peer reviews; a communications review in 2016 and an adult safeguarding peer challenge in 2019.   
	 
	The purpose of the follow up visit on 14 – 16 January 2020 was to help the Council take stock of progress made against the areas of improvement identified since the last peer challenge and the aforementioned peer reviews, and provide some key headline messages in respect of these. In addition, the Council also asked the team to provide a view upon three core areas below to help it focus upon its future improvement challenges and opportunities.  
	 
	• Leadership, localism and devolution – are the Council’s strategic intentions and ambitions aligned with the ability and capacity of the organisation and partners to deliver on these agendas? 
	• Leadership, localism and devolution – are the Council’s strategic intentions and ambitions aligned with the ability and capacity of the organisation and partners to deliver on these agendas? 
	• Leadership, localism and devolution – are the Council’s strategic intentions and ambitions aligned with the ability and capacity of the organisation and partners to deliver on these agendas? 


	• Preparations for 2021 – is the Council taking the appropriate, coordinated and timely steps (mindful of the reduction from 123 to 87 members) to safeguard and secure the continued success of the organisation? 
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	• Plans shape of the Council and the wider integration of public services in Cornwall – are these valid, realistic and deliverable? 
	• Plans shape of the Council and the wider integration of public services in Cornwall – are these valid, realistic and deliverable? 
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	This report provides a written summary of those key messages as well as the findings and observations made by the peer team in respect of the three core areas.   
	 
	2.1 Peer review and challenge 
	 
	Peer challenges are improvement-focussed and tailored to meet individual councils’ needs.  They are designed to complement and add value to a council’s own performance and improvement focus.  The peer team used their experience and knowledge of local government to reflect on the information presented to them by people they met, things they saw and material that they read.  The process is not designed to provide a technical assessment or due diligence on specific proposals. Neither is it intended to provide 
	 
	2.2 Peer team 
	 
	Peer challenges are delivered by experienced elected member and officer peers.  The make-up of the peer team reflected the Council’s requirements and the focus of the peer challenge.  Peers were selected on the basis of their relevant experience and expertise and agreed with the Council.  The peers who undertook the follow up visit to Cornwall Council were: 
	 
	• Amanda Deeks, former Chief Executive of South Gloucestershire Council 
	• Amanda Deeks, former Chief Executive of South Gloucestershire Council 
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	• Cllr Alan Seldon, Herefordshire Council  
	• Cllr Alan Seldon, Herefordshire Council  

	• Cllr Heather Kidd, Shropshire Council  
	• Cllr Heather Kidd, Shropshire Council  

	• Adi Cooper, Care and Health Improvement Advisor, Local Government Association 
	• Adi Cooper, Care and Health Improvement Advisor, Local Government Association 

	• David Holdstock, Director of Communications, Local Government Association 
	• David Holdstock, Director of Communications, Local Government Association 

	• Paul Clarke, Peer Challenge Manager, Local Government Association 
	• Paul Clarke, Peer Challenge Manager, Local Government Association 


	 
	The team were very familiar with Cornwall Council, including its achievements, challenges and opportunities. Four of the team had been involved in the original corporate peer challenge in December 2017 and the further two members had led peer reviews of Communications and Adult Safeguarding at the Council.  
	 
	The team spent 2.5 days onsite in Cornwall during January 2020 during which they spoke to more than 115 stakeholders including councillors, staff and partners.  Peers prepared for their visit by reviewing a range of documents and information in order to ensure they were familiar with the Council, the challenges it is facing, and the recent progress and developments made. 
	 
	3. Specific findings and observations  
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	3.2 Is the Council taking the appropriate, coordinated and timely steps to safeguard and secure the continued success of the organisation?  
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	3.3 Are the plans shape of the Council and the wider integration of public services in Cornwall valid, realistic and deliverable?  
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	This section provides further detail to the key messages section by highlighting findings and observations in respect of the three core areas the peer team were asked to comment upon.  
	 
	Cornwall Council is a strong leader of place and constantly reinforces this locally, regionally and nationally. It’s track record is one which demonstrates the ability to engage proactively for Cornwall on a national stage and it gains benefits from that, for example in terms of its devolution deal. Importantly, it then delivers upon that positive engagement and see things through, witness the Spaceport proposals and the existing, as well as planned, delivery for a ‘ground breaking’ integrated transport pla
	 
	The political leadership of the Council sets the tone. It is ambitious, clear, collaborative and intent on delivering outcomes. The political alliance between the Liberal Democrats and Independent Groups is now in its second term of office. A sign of its maturity is the effective and seamless way the Leader and Deputy leader have, on a planned basis, switched roles at the mid-point of the four-year administration.  
	 
	Through effective leadership and importantly in partnership, the Council is ever intent on enhancing and pushing Cornwall’s ambitions. The ‘Standing up for Cornwall’ campaign for fairer funding is impressive, with its focus on devolving resources and powers to the area. However, our view is that the Council would benefit from sharing more widely with residents, business and partners when they secure ‘wins’ for Cornwall, which are often significant.   
	 
	Equally, the Council is pushing onwards with change, for example there is the emerging Cornwall and Isles of Scilly ‘Local Industrial Strategy’. This has a long-term vision, which builds upon the strength of its strong core partnership and draws upon the rich market opportunities for Cornwall such as the space sector and its natural resources, including a strong emphasis on clean energy, mining for the low carbon transition, driving excellence in agri-food and creating a high value sustainable visitor econo
	 
	Such is the depth and wealth of programmes, activity and further plans that emanate from this work, the peer team felt that sometimes the Council could share the successes of these approaches and others better with residents, including celebrating the Council’s role in influencing and bringing these about.  
	 
	We felt now was a good opportunity for Cornwall Council to restate and simplify such priorities and ‘asks’ to residents, partners and staff. For example, explaining the relation, interface and outcomes from the Local Industrial Strategy, the Shared Prosperity Fund, and Cornwall’s devolution ambitions. 
	 
	There will be significant changes in 2021 in Cornwall, following on from the Local Government Boundary review, in terms of the political governance arrangements. The Council is preparing well for this but there is still much to attend to. 
	 
	The change from the current number of 123 councillors to, as the Council position statement for this follow up states, ‘87 digitally enabled members equipped to fulfil their local place leader and strategic roles...’  should not be underestimated. Likewise, ahead of the town and parish elections in 2021 the Council has commenced community governance reviews. As such it will be a time of change, but importantly, bringing with it opportunities. 
	 
	The ambition to prepare for the ‘87 digitally enabled members…’ is coupled with proactive management of change. There is a ‘Positive Governance’ project established, member support and member workstreams are actively in train as part of this and there is significant activity and intent. However, we found some internal stakeholders, including some members haven’t yet been ‘won over’ to embrace digital change. Indeed, some others saw the change as one stakeholder told us as ‘less democracy for more work’ i.e.
	 
	We found clear and progressive Council priorities in place. They are shared and well understood by staff and partners. This is reflective of a Council that is working hard to communicate, engage and collaborate. This approach needs to be maintained and built upon, for example the changes planned for 2021 offer a unique opportunity to ensure the delivery of effective governance structures and outcomes for Council, partners and localities.  
	 
	There also needs to be more consistency of message throughout the Council.  The new CDT presents a good opportunity to tighten this up.  We were impressed and fed back to the Council about the vibrance and real sense of purpose around some of its community networks and local arrangements, as evident in Penzance. However, we also commented upon the variability of those arrangements and the lack of sight around effectively sharing and replicating impact and effective practice. Some variability is to be expect
	 
	It will be important to harness the examples of strong effective local place leadership, draw out the core components of effective local working and decide with partners the most effective local forums for decision making. It will also be useful to review the success of the recent plans to devolve some decision-making powers for Highways to local areas, and indeed whether other emerging strategic priorities can be best supported through local decision making. This is no easy task but one that if the Council
	 
	The Council has been led well by its officer leadership through change and transition. The Chief Executive is highly respected by partners, managers and staff and leads by example. She and her CDT colleagues have managed a significant change in the senior team arrangements to what is now a largely new CDT and wider Council Leadership Team. Like the maturity within the political administration, it has largely been a planned change and managed effectively. Managers and staff welcome their freshness of leaders
	 
	Therefore, CDT have, with the support of the political administration, an ideal window of opportunity to push ahead with purpose the Council’s transformation and change agenda. This involves a range of ingredients to ensure Cornwall Council is working at as one stakeholder told us ‘the very top of their game’ and this includes core Council approaches to amongst others: a clear model of leadership, pay and grading, office accommodation, smarter working, working across partnerships, localities and digital del
	 
	The changes outlined in the paragraph above are far easier said than done and will require drive, purpose, determination to see them through. As the Council plans and implements such changes an increased focus on internal communications and effective engagement with staff is a first order priority, as will be the consistent visibility of member and officer leadership throughout this change. Therefore, the references already made to ensuring the capacity and focus of leadership and communications will be key
	 
	The transformation plans, and actions referred to above, will also help to underpin the financial resilience and sustainability of the Council in the medium term. For example, the achievement of such plans will be fundamental in helping deliver the £60m of savings required over the next 4 years. The Council has been an effective financial steward over time, and it has increasingly used its financial strength and plans, aligned to it priorities and risk appetite, to address Cornwall’s challenges. For example
	 
	We are clear the Council has effective financial plans through to April 2021 and given the uncertainties within prevailing national local government financial context, this is no mean feat. However, it is aware that its medium-term plans must now develop, ensuring through this, its transformation plans help secure its financial resilience, and equally making sure its future forecasts take full account of, and reflect a changing environment, demography and demand, especially in terms of adult social care and
	 
	Furthermore, in line with its overall priorities and financial plans it should also ensure that through the business planning process the group of companies can clearly demonstrate the added value that they create for Cornwall Council, with a specific focus on ensuring that management overheads and back office arrangements represent value for money. 
	 
	 
	 
	There has been and continues to be a clear shift in the partnership agenda across Cornwall and a collective desire and strategic intent to integrate services to benefit residents. The developing plans for the further integration of Cornwall’s blue light services are built upon the solid foundation of the Tri-Service Safety Officer roles which has been in place for over five years. This clearly works and has the potential for further scaling up.  
	 
	The health and social care system in Cornwall, like many others nationally is experiencing ongoing pressures, with the local dimension of the acute hospital trust continuing to be in special measures, despite reported improvements. As such the fundamental principle of integration across that system, so the collective capacity and capability of the whole partnership is martialled as effectively as possible is recognised. As one might expect this presents potential challenges and associated risks which need t
	 
	In the area of adult social care, which is the primary responsibility of the Council, there is a clear intent for change which is shifting to action.  For example, there is a willingness and commitment at a strategic level to deliver a new vision and leadership, such as the idea for a joint accountable officer across the Council and the Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG). Furthermore, the Council itself has used the opportunities of the CPC in 2017 and a further LGA led Adults Safeguarding Peer Challenge in
	 
	There have been immediate and longer-term improvements in response to the safeguarding review, including appointing a Making Safeguarding Personal champion, changing processes to support better practice, and work on supervision. Regular audits provide evidence of improvement as well as areas for development and the need for ongoing culture change to achieve consistent and embedded new ways of working. The establishment of ‘People, places, partnership’ programme and Board now provides strategic leadership an
	  
	Importantly, the changes in adult social care referenced above have been supported by a collective will across the Council to focus its intent and add capacity in areas of greatest need. The demand pressures and change challenges will continue to require leadership at all levels, adequate capacity and support. As the further change process is rolled out, and integration and locality working arrangements start to become embedded, it will be equally important that the Council’s improvements are maintained in 
	 
	Learning from the Newton Europe approach is essential. The complexity and breadth of changes in this area presents challenges regarding sustainability and timeframes, governance and workforce. Proof of concept through joint commissioning will strengthen joint decision making and provide confidence in more integrated working with health.   
	 
	Concluding where we started this report, the peer team believe that Cornwall Council is an impressive local authority. The strength of the Council’s Children’s Services is well documented - it is an example to all. As an ‘Outstanding’ Ofsted rated service, the Council can benefit the sector by sharing its wonderful progress and learning from its success across the region and country. Indeed, this is equally true in many other areas besides Children’s Services, for example, the creation of an integrated publ
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	This report has highlighted a number of suggestions to the Council following consideration by the peer team. The following seven recommendations are reflective of these and should be considered within the context of helping drive the Council towards excellence   
	 
	• Communicate your devolution ‘wins’ as well as current ‘asks’ and outcomes for staff and partners so they can better understand and engage with them. 
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	• Develop your place-based working by maintaining local flexibility, ensuring teams/partners are enabled to join up at a local level so that communities can thrive, influence and where appropriate make decisions e.g. identify local leaders, work across Council and partner structures, engage members including towns and parishes 
	• Develop your place-based working by maintaining local flexibility, ensuring teams/partners are enabled to join up at a local level so that communities can thrive, influence and where appropriate make decisions e.g. identify local leaders, work across Council and partner structures, engage members including towns and parishes 

	• Focus, as a priority on delivering your transformation agenda: digital, corporate services, compliance and including the group of companies 
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	• Support and develop members roles to help them fulfil their roles and functions from 2021 
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	• Support the CDT leadership, drive and momentum for change throughout the Council - your empowerment plans are good and now need to be delivered 
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	• Ensure you effectively resource your own Adult Social Care directorate through change, so its momentum is maintained 
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	• Review communication resources across the Council (including the group of companies) and agree a consistent model of delivery 
	• Review communication resources across the Council (including the group of companies) and agree a consistent model of delivery 


	 
	5. Next steps  
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	We appreciate the Council will want to reflect on these findings and suggestions with the senior managerial and political leadership in order to determine how the organisation wishes to take things forward. As part of the peer review/challenge process, there is an offer of further activity to support this. The Local Government Association (LGA) is well placed to provide additional support, advice and guidance on a number of the areas for development and improvement and we would be happy to discuss this. And
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	.  

	 
	In the meantime, we are keen to continue the relationship we have formed with the Council throughout the peer challenge. We will endeavour to provide additional information and signposting about the issues we have raised in this report to help inform ongoing consideration.  



