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1 Purpose 

1.1 To present the final report from the Local Government Association (LGA) 
Communications Peer Review to the Executive for endorsement. 

2 Recommendation 

It is recommended that the Executive support the findings of the LGA 
Communications Peer Review. 

3 Report Details 

3.1 The Council invited the LGA to undertake a Peer Review of the 
communications activity of the Council. The site visit took place on the 18, 19 
and 20 September 2019. The final report of the review is attached at Appendix 
A. Arising from the review report, an improvement plan has been developed 
by the Communications and Engagement Working Group who will lead the 
delivery of the recommendations made by the review team. Further reports 
will be submitted to the Executive to report on the progress with delivering the 
recommendations. 

4 Policy Framework 

4.1 The Council has four corporate priorities which are: 

 Sustainable;

 Healthy, safe, and secure;

 Connected; and

 Creative

4.2 This report meets Sustainable corporate priority linking particularly to the One 
Eden Programme. 

5 Consultation 

5.1 All members were invited to be involved in one of the meetings with the Peer 
Team as part of the work onsite in September, as were staff from all service 
areas. 



6 Implications 

6.1 Financial and Resources 

6.1.1 Any decision to reduce or increase resources or alternatively increase income 
must be made within the context of the Council’s stated priorities, as set out in 
its Council Plan 2019-2023 as agreed at Council on 7 November 2019. 

6.1.2 There are no proposals in this report that would reduce or increase resources, 
but the improvement plan should lead to an improved use of the resources 
available to the Council to support the delivery of effective communications 
and engagement activity. 

6.2 Legal 

6.2.1 There are no issues arising from this report. 

6.3 Human Resources 

6.3.1 There are no issues arising from this report. 

6.4 Statutory Considerations 

Consideration: Details of any implications and proposed 
measures to address: 

Equality and Diversity There are no issues arising from this report. 

Health, Social 
Environmental and 
Economic Impact 

There are no issues arising from this report. 

Crime and Disorder There are no issues arising from this report. 

Children and 
Safeguarding 

There are no issues arising from this report. 

6.5 Risk Management 

Risk Consequence Controls Required 

Damage to the 
reputation of the 
Council through an 
ineffective 
communications 
response 

Damage to the 
reputation of the 
Council 

To implement the 
improvement plan as 
arising from the peer 
review of 
communications 

7 Other Options Considered 

7.1 The report is the work of the LGA Peer Team and so no other options are to 
be considered. 



8 Reasons for the Decision/Recommendation 

8.1 The Council is being presented with the findings of an LGA peer review of 
communications, which was delivered successfully in September 2019. 

Tracking Information 

Governance Check Date Considered 

Chief Finance Officer (or Deputy) 19 November 2019 

Monitoring Officer (or Deputy) 21 November 2019 

Relevant Director 20 November 2019 

Background Papers:  

Appendices: Appendix A – Peer Review Final Report 

Contact Officer: Rose Rouse, Chief Executive 





1

Local Government House, Smith Square, London SW1P 3HZ T 020 7664 3000 F 020 7664 3030 E info@local.gov.uk www.local.gov.uk 
Chief Executive: Mark Lloyd 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Communications Peer Review 
Eden District Council  

18-20 September 2019 

Feedback Report 

Appendix A

mailto:info@local.gov.uk
http://www.local.gov.uk/


 
 

  

1.  Purpose of report 
 

This report provides a summary of the findings of the Eden District Council 
communications peer review. It builds on the main messages which were discussed with 
leading members and officers from the council at our feedback session on 20 September 
2019. It is intended to provide a basis for consideration and action by the council to 
enhance the effectiveness of its communications activity and ensure the best use of 
resources deployed to support those. 
 

2. Context and focus of the review 
 
Eden DC is an ambitious authority with a desire to promote the local area as a place to 
visit and invest, as well as its own role in delivering good services. Communications in the 
council is currently disparate, with limited capacity for corporate activity whilst separate 
resource is dedicated to economic development and tourism. There is a lack of strategic 
planning underpinning communications more broadly.  
 
It was felt this is an opportune time to commission a communications peer review, to look 
at the way the whole council communicates with all its different audiences, highlight what is 
working well and also what could be done differently to meet future ambitions. In particular 
there was a desire to focus on whether existing resources are being used as effectively as 
they could be.  
 
In light of the above, the council approached the Local Government Association to 
commission a three day communications review focused on a number of specific priorities. 
These were:  
 

 Strategies and plans. To what extent are existing strategies and plans for 
delivering communications – where they exist – effective, and what gaps exist? 

 Capacity and capability. How effective is current communications activity – across 
different departments – and are resources being deployed effectively? 

 Branding. How effective are the various brands the council currently uses – 
corporate, tourism and economic development? 

 Place leadership. How well is the council promoting Eden as a place to live, visit 
and invest? 

 

3. The review team and process 
 
Communications reviews are delivered by experienced elected member and officer peers. 
The make-up of the team reflected your requirements and the focus of the review.  Peers 
were selected on the basis of their relevant experience and expertise, and were agreed 
with you. The peers who delivered the review were: 
 

 Lead Peer: Fran Collingham (LGA Associate, former Assistant Director for 
Communications, Coventry City Council)  

 

 Member Peer: Cllr Iain Roberts (Stockport Metropolitan Borough Council)  
 



 
 

 Officer Peer: Mike James (Communications and Marketing Manager, Selby District 
Council)  

 

 Officer Peer: Claire Foale (Head of Communications, City of York Council)  
 

 Review Manager: Matt Nicholls (Head of Communications Support and 
Improvement, LGA)  
 

 Shadow Peer: Carly Davis (Communications Manager, London Borough of Waltham 
Forest)  

 
It is important to stress that this was not an inspection. Peer reviews 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 communications to 
reflect on the information presented to them by people they met, things they saw and 
material they read. 
 
The peer team prepared by reviewing a range of documents and information, including the 
detailed position statement. 
 
The team then spent three days onsite in Eden, during which they: 
 

 spoke to more than 60 people, including a range of council staff together with 
councillors and external stakeholders 

 gathered information and views from around 30 interviews, focus groups and 
meetings  

 collectively spent more than 140 hours to determine our findings – the equivalent of 
one person spending around four weeks in Eden. 

 

 

4. Context – the importance of strategic communications 
 
Communications plays a key role in ensuring councils can continue to lead their 
communities in challenging and uncertain times.  
 
Good communications supports the delivery of everyday services that people need and 
value and can play an increasingly crucial role in transforming and saving lives. A healthy 
local democracy is built upon councillors campaigning for and representing their 
communities; they need to be kept informed in order to fulfil that role. To be strong and 
ambitious leaders of places, councils need to ensure residents, staff, businesses and 
partners are communicated with effectively. 
 
Effective communications relies on a mix of communications channels, including media 
relations (producing media releases and statements for distribution to local, regional, 
national and specialist media and responding to queries from the media), direct 
communications to residents (leaflets, publications, social media) and internal and 
partner communications (working with employees, Members and stakeholders to ensure 
everyone gets consistent, timely information about the council to help them do their jobs 
effectively and advocate on behalf of the council). Successful communications campaigns 



 
 

use a mix of all these communications channels, delivered to identified target audiences 
and robustly evaluated.  
 
Building trust and confidence, and through that, strengthening relationships with citizens, 
stakeholders and staff, should be the starting point for any successful organisation. To 
succeed it requires recognition of the importance of strong strategic communications to act 
as a both a trusted advisor, navigator and leader. 
 
Local councils that do not adequately recognise the importance of strategic 
communications in terms of resources, skills and its place in the structure, are likely to be 
the ones that struggle the most to connect with their residents, staff and stakeholders. 
 
The LGA has carried out more than 50 communications peer reviews and health checks 
between 2016 and 2018 – making more than 500 separate recommendations to councils 
as a result. This experience, the views of chief executives and industry best practice has 
been used to develop a wide-ranging communications resource launched by the LGA last 
year - #FutureComms (https://www.local.gov.uk/future-comms) 
 
This resource outlines the essential key components of good public sector communications 
and makes the case for all councils embedding strategic communications in their 
organisations. 
 
In summary, it says good communications should: 
 

 Articulate the ambition for your area 

 Improve corporate and personal reputation 

 Support good political leadership 

 Help engagement – residents, partners and staff 

 Build trust 

 Rally advocates 

 Drive change and deliver savings 

 Attract investment (and good people) 

 Be used to manage performance 

 Strengthen public support and understanding 
 
It is delivered through: 
 

 Leadership – clarity of purpose and commitment 

 A distinctive brand – what you stand for, values and trust 

 A clear vision  

 Being authentic to your local area 

 Adopting a strategic approach to communications - communication without 
strategy does not work 

 Developing a corporately agreed, fully evaluated annual communications plan - 
not just sending out ad hoc stuff 

 Making sure all communications activity is based on research and insight and that 
campaigns are linked to corporate priorities and resourced accordingly 

 Investing in evaluation  

 Ensuring communications is owned by everyone 
 

https://www.local.gov.uk/future-comms


 
 

5. Executive summary 
 
Eden District Council (EDC) recognises the importance of strategic communications to 
help meet its current challenges and future ambitions. There is a shared ambition to 
improve and do things differently. 
 
There is currently no strategic focus to the council’s communications, and there has not 
been for some time. Activity is disparate and overly focused on outputs such as press 
releases. A disconnect has developed between the council and the wider community, 
which means a completely different focus is now required to reset relationships with 
staff, residents, businesses and partners. 
 
The success of both the One Eden programme and the Council Plan will depend on a 
different approach to communications and engagement. This is understood and has 
been embraced across the organisation. 
 
In its first few months, the new administration has come together to develop a new 
Council Plan which is now out to consultation in the wider community. Amongst staff, a 
working group has been formed to start driving improvements to communications and 
has the appetite to play a more active role. 
 
The organisation has operated in silos for many years, with a lack of an overarching 
narrative and set of messages about what it is trying to achieve. This has had an impact 
on the culture at EDC, although the new senior leadership team is taking positive steps 
to work more closely together in order to tackle this. 
 
When finalised, the Council Plan can help clearly define the future direction of the 
authority and provide the framework for better, more strategic communications. The 
Plan can form the basis of a communications strategy and a compelling narrative for the 
organisation and the place. 
 
In the short term, there is an urgent need for clear communications strategies – both 
internal and external – around the Plan and One Eden. Some additional capacity will be 
required to provide that expertise, but getting the communications right around these 
projects is crucial to the organisation.  
 
Going forward, communications within the council needs to be placed on a more 
strategic footing. This means recalibrating existing resources so that the leadership has 
access to the advice it needs, communications puts campaigning at the heart of delivery 
and is focused on how it can improve the lives, prosperity and health of local people. 
 
There is a definite appetite within the council to try more modern forms of communication, 
and an appreciation of how this can result in better outcomes through changing people’s 
behaviour and reducing demand. The council possesses skilled and talented staff, but there 
is a need for strategic direction to make the most of these.  
 
We spoke to a wide variety of people during this review. Everyone – whether they are 
staff, businesses, partners, parish councils or the local media – is keen to hear more 
from EDC and establish a different, more positive relationship. The opportunities are 
very much there, and it will now be crucial in the months ahead to harness them. 
 



 
 

 
6. Key recommendations  
 
We have grouped our findings into ‘quick wins’, essentially those matters that can and 
should be dealt with as soon as possible, which, if addressed will create the environment 
for the medium term recommendations to also be achieved. 
 
Quick wins 
 

• Address immediate strategic communications priorities through interim support 
• Develop comprehensive communications plans (internal and external) for One Eden 

and the draft Council Plan 
• Hold more regular meetings/dialogue with local media 
• Introduce forward planning grids to map all internal and external activity 
• Improve communications with parish councils 
• Introduce more regular officer briefings for members on key policy areas – and a 

member e-bulletin 
• Introduce system for logging and monitoring media enquiries 
• Refresh your approach to internal communications and introduce an e-bulletin 

service  
• Commission resident survey 
• Introduce media relations and social media training for members 
• Accelerate plans to introduce e-bulletin service to support external campaigns 
• Continue to develop the Comms Working Group 
• Improve lines of communication between Customer Services and rest of the council 
• Attend meetings of Cumbria communications group 
• Join LGcommunications and make greater use of professional networks  

 
Medium term recommendations 
 

• Recruit a new strategic communications and engagement role to coordinate and 
advise on all internal and external activity 

• Better understand communications spend across the council 
• Consider centralising the council’s communications capacity 
• Use the Council Plan to create a compelling narrative for the organisation 
• Develop new corporate communications strategy based on Council Plan priorities – 

including an annual campaign plan 
• Develop greater clarity around member/officer roles and responsibilities – guidelines 

and protocols  
• Place greater focus on resident engagement – asking, listening and responding – 

and redefine your relationship with them 
• Introduce more systematic approach to monitoring, evaluating and reporting 

communications activity 
• Develop staff recognition scheme 
• Introduce more frequent communications with local businesses 
• Work with your business community and LEP to gain a better understanding of the 

value and purpose of the Invest brand 
• Introduce clearer protocols to stop the proliferation of logos – don’t be afraid of your 

brand! 

 
 



 
 

7. Detailed feedback 
 

7.1 Strategies and plans 
 
EDC’s communications is currently hampered by a lack of strategy, priorities and 
campaigns planning. 
 
To the council’s credit, this was recognised in advance of this review and the 
Communications Working Group has undertaken an audit of existing plans and strategies 
– which found there are too many and they are out of date. 
 
The need for a corporate communications strategy is obvious, but it will be important this is 
clearly focused on the organisation’s priorities. Therefore the immediate focus for EDC 
needs to be on the draft Council Plan, which is currently out to consultation. 
 
This plan was developed by the new administration’s political leadership and – subject to 
any changes as a result of  the consultation – sets out a clear set of priorities for the 
council to follow up to March 2023. It is to the credit of the politically diverse leadership that 
they have worked together to reach this shared vision. 
 
The plan provides the basis to develop a new communications strategy and a corporate 
narrative for EDC. A clear and compelling story is important so that employees, partners, 
residents and stakeholders understand the role of the council in delivering vital frontline 
services, providing a sustainable future for the area and improving people’s lives in Eden. 
The LGA has developed a corporate narrative toolkit to support councils with developing an 
engaging, authentic and consistent story. The resource can be accessed here.  
  
Once agreed, the Council Plan and narrative can be used to develop a communications 
strategy and forward plan for campaigns, identifying key initiatives for the year. The annual 
campaign plan should be agreed and signed off by the council’s political and officer 
leadership, providing the strategic framework that will help ensure EDC’s limited 
communications resource is dedicated to the issues that matter most. 
 
Currently, the council’s external communications activity – mainly press releases to the local 
media – is determined by the whim of individual departments, rather than an understanding 
of the importance of communicating council priorities.  
 
Whilst the Council Plan will help determine future communications priorities, there are 
some immediate steps that could be taken to ensure a more coordinated approach. EDC 
should immediately introduce a forward planning grid to ensure that all internal and 
external communications activity is captured. This does not have to be a complicated or 
flashy document – but everyone needs to ensure they are populating it. At the moment 
there is a real risk that the council could be communicating on a variety of different issues 
on a given day, with no oversight or planning.  
 
The council’s communications has become very reactive, with little or no campaign 
planning taking place. This is compounded by the lack of any insight into what staff, 
residents or partners think about EDC. 
 
We would strongly recommend the council commissions a resident survey to gain a better 
understanding of what local people think about the council, the services it provides and – 

https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-hub-communications-support/corporate-narrative-toolkit-0


 
 

crucially for communications purposes – how they access information about the council, 
and how they prefer to. Without that insight into how residents consume their news, 
decisions about how best to communicate with them are largely made by guesswork – 
which can lead to the wrong tactics and poorer outcomes. The LGA has produced 
guidance for councils to help ensure resident surveys are tailored so they can be 
benchmarked against other local authorities. Our understanding the views of residents 
resource also offers support on commissioning surveys, and suggested questions to 
understand how residents prefer to be communicated with. 
 
The lack of any resident insight and campaign planning means that the council does not 
segment its audiences, and adopts a SoS - Sending out Stuff’ - approach to 
communications. There is no analysis, evaluation or reporting of communications activity, 
which makes it difficult to determine how effective this is. People we spoke to were of the 
view that the output (e.g. a press release) was often seen as more important than the 
outcome (e.g. changing residents’ behaviour). 
 
EDC is keen to adopt a more effective approach to its monitoring and reporting. In the 
short term, a simple dashboard of communications activity that is shared internally would 
be beneficial. In the medium term, there is a need to introduce a more systematic 
approach to evaluation that concentrates on the impact the council’s communications has 
had on people’s lives rather than the number of mentions in the media. 
 
A consequence of the traditional approach to communications has been that there has been 
an insufficient appreciation of the importance of resident engagement. The fallout from the 
Penrith Masterplan was mentioned by most people we met as an example of where this had 
been a significant oversight. Going forward, a greater focus on asking, listening and 
responding will be an important part of the council redefining its relationship with the 
community, and reconnecting. The LGA’s guide to effective community engagement can be 
viewed here. 
 
As detailed earlier in the report, we believe there is a pressing need to bring in some short-
term, additional communications capacity to see EDC through its two most immediate 
priorities – the Council Plan consultation and One Eden. 
 
Effective staff engagement and internal communications is crucial for the success of any 
transformation programme. During the time we were onsite, staff at all levels expressed 
some confusion about One Eden and there was a sense that a vacuum was being filled by 
the rumour mill. However, it was also clear that a programme of all staff briefing events was 
planned and that the programme was in its early stages. Some staff said they were looking 
forward to the October staff briefings and the opportunity, in some cases, of hearing detail 
about One Eden for the first time. 
 
Going forward, it will be important for the council to ensure that face to face briefings on One 
Eden are backed up by written communications issued quickly after briefings have taken 
place – preferably from the Chief Executive – which set out a clear timetable for the 
programme and its implications for the wider workforce. 
 
The council has proud and committed staff who are delivering good services to local 
residents, businesses and partners. They want to tell a great story about their council and 
their place. With effective internal communications, staff can be ambassadors for EDC. 
 

https://www.local.gov.uk/are-you-being-served-benchmarking-residents-perceptions-local-government
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-hub-communications-support/resident-communications-0
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-hub-communications-support/resident-communications-0
https://www.local.gov.uk/new-conversations-20-lga-guide-engagement


 
 

Although a series of workshops and briefings have been held with staff over the last year – 
including opportunities to meet the Chief Executive and sessions on corporate values – there 
remains a strong sense amongst staff we met that senior staff could be more visible. Some 
people spoke of what has traditionally been viewed as a ‘them and us’ feeling. The new 
management team is starting to drive a change of culture across the council and address 
these concerns, which can be done in a relatively small organisation.  
 
There are some practical improvements which could be made to internal communications – 
such as replacing the bulletin board, which is not seen by staff as being useful or effective. 
Although notes of the Leader’s weekly meetings with the Deputy Leader, Chief Executive 
and directors are published on the bulletin board, it does not appear these are widely read. 
The formal nature of such a form of communication is likely to be a hindrance to people 
reading it. 
 
We would recommend that in addition to the impressive amount of face to face activity being 
undertaken, the council develops a more engaging written approach to its internal 
communications. For example, a weekly e-bulletin – either from the Chief Executive or the 
overall senior management team issued directly to all staff – which summarises key 
information for staff, is likely to be more effective than posting large amounts of content on 
the bulletin board. 
 
As One Eden starts to take shape, there is also an opportunity to embed some deeper 
cultural changes which will have an even greater impact – for example the development of 
organisational values and a more consistent approach to one-to-ones and team meetings. 
The development of a staff recognition scheme was also highlighted to us as something that 
would be welcomed.  
 
One Eden also offers potential opportunities to improve resident engagement. Introducing 
different, digital first ways of interacting with the council and the introduction of the My 
Account system will grow the channels of communication at the council’s disposal. EDC will 
have access to more resident email addresses as a result of the changes, which will allow it 
to communicate directly with people and businesses through e-bulletins. Budgets have 
already been agreed to introduce the GovDelivery system for this, and we would encourage 
the council to accelerate these moves. Email offers the opportunity to communicate with 
different audiences in a timely, targeted and cost effective way and reduce the council’s 
reliance on traditional channels such as press releases. 
 
Changing the way people do their business with the council will also pose some challenges, 
which underlines the need for a comprehensive communications plan for One Eden. It will 
be important that when new systems are introduced that people understand how it affects 
them for the opportunities – and savings – to be maximised.  
 
 

7.2 Capacity and capability 
 
EDC has been without a dedicated communications officer since the previous post holder 
left the council earlier in 2019. The previous incumbent mainly had responsibility for media 
relations, plus some additional support around design and photography. 
 



 
 

On paper, the size of EDC’s communications resource is relatively small. The LGA’s 
annual heads of communication survey shows that the average size of a shire district team 
is 5.5FTE. 
 
However, since the departure of the communications officer it has become apparent that 
the council does have pockets of talented people with communications expertise spread 
across the organisation. As the main focus of the council’s external activity focussed on 
media relations, this resulted in a widespread assumption that the council’s 
communications function comprised of one person. Instead there is marketing expertise 
within the tourism and economic development teams, as well web coordinators with a 
broad range of communications skills and experience.  
 
The council’s disparate communications resource has been brought together in recent 
months through the working group. In addition to carrying out an audit of existing plans and 
preparing for this review, it has demonstrated what can be achieved through a more 
coordinated approach to communications. The review team was impressed by the 
progress that has been made and the enthusiasm of the group. 
 
In the short term, the need for EDC to develop communications strategies for the Council 
Plan and One Eden means there is a need for the recruitment of some additional strategic 
communications capacity. This interim support does not need to be full-time, in our view, to 
help see the council through its immediate challenges. 
 
Going forward, we would advocate re-calibrating the vacant communications officer role 
into a more senior, strategic position which can coordinate and advise on all of EDC’s 
communications and engagement activity. 
 
More experienced, senior strategic communications expertise will help develop and embed 
a strategic, pro-active approach to communications across the council. It will be important 
for the post holder to have experience of modern campaign planning, which is a significant 
skill shortage in the council at present.  
 
It will be important to ensure that the holder of a more senior communications position has 
the time and space to be the strategic adviser which the council needs and has an appetite 
for. This role should be instrumental in helping to tackle the recommendations in this report 
and work with people across the council engaged in communications-related activity to 
develop the right model for the future.  
 
The council could be making better use of its existing communications resources, and this 
is recognised. If talent exists within the wider EDC workforce, it would make sense for the 
organisation to ensure it is tapping into that as effectively as possible. This does not mean 
that people working on, for example, the Visit or Invest in Eden brands should stop doing so 
– but that their skills could make more of an overall contribution to the council’s priorities. 
 
We believe the progress made by the working group means there is a case for considering 
the centralisation of the council’s communications resource – or a matrix management 
system to ensure better coordination of activity. 
 
Regardless of which model the council adopts going forward, there is a need to gain a better 
understanding of expenditure on communications across EDC. There is a small central 
budget for communications, but most spending occurs within individual departments and 

https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Heads%20of%20Communications%20Survey%202018_FINAL.pdf


 
 

therefore the overall figure is not known. An audit of this spending, and then the introduction 
of agreed budgets to support the priorities set out in annual campaign plan could lead to 
both better value for money and outcomes. 
 
Since the previous communications officer left EDC, the authority has commissioned interim 
support for media relations from an external consultant. This has helped ensure that the 
council retains access to specialist advice when it is needed – particularly around drafting 
press releases. However, we have some concerns about the current system for dealing with 
reactive enquiries from the media. 
 
Journalists contacting EDC currently first go through the customer contact centre, and are 
then directed to the relevant service area for their call. Depending on the nature of the 
enquiry, the external consultant is often involved in its handling. However, there are no 
processes in place to ensure a consistent approach, and enquiries are not monitored or 
recorded. This means the council currently has no accurate information about what media 
have contacted it for comment, who has responded and what has been said. 
 
Although the current approach to media relations might have worked well in the 
circumstances to date, we would have serious concerns about what would happen either in 
a crisis situation or if the council was to receive national media enquiries around a subject 
which could be of reputational damage. People we spoke to also said there had been some 
inconsistency in EDC’s media messaging, which is likely to be a consequence of so many 
different people – officers and members – responding to journalists. 
 
As a first step, we believe the council should introduce a simple system for ensuring all media 
enquiries are logged on a central spreadsheet. This should include details of who is handling 
the issue and any lines which have been given. The customer services department should 
also be given guidance to ensure that any national media enquiries are brought to the 
attention of a senior manager and the consultant. 
 
Although the council has placed a heavy emphasis on media relations - and press releases 
are still widely used – opportunities are being missed to engage with the media. Although 
readership of the local and regional media is in decline, unlike many parts of the country it 
is still relatively well resourced an influential. The Cumberland & Westmorland Herald, for 
example, still regularly sends its reporters to EDC meetings. 
 
Although there is some distrust of the local media, they would welcome a closer and more 
proactive relationship with the council. Currently, the onus is on services to determine which 
issues are communicated via press release – and it is not always clear whether the subject 
of these are priorities for EDC. This means potential good news stories are not being heard. 
We believe a more structured and engaged approach to the local media – for example 
through regular meetings between the Herald editor and the leader/chief executive – would 
provide better opportunities to be on the front foot more often. 
 
Elected members feel confident when speaking to the local media, but would welcome more 
support. There also appears to be some confusion about the process for who should be 
featured in press releases. We were told of instances where officers had been quoted in 
statements, which in our view should only happen in certain circumstances. Clarifying the 
roles of officers and members in dealing with the media will be important, alongside 
measures to better coordinate enquiries detailed above. 
 



 
 

There is a need to strengthen and formalise relations between officers and councillors more 
broadly. Members of the administration generally know who to contact within the council for 
information, although this is not always the case. Better officer briefings are needed, either 
on a group-by-group basis or for the whole coalition. It is important that officers better engage 
members in policy development more and earlier. We would recommend that executive 
members are briefed either weekly or fortnightly, instead of monthly. 
 
Councillors can be powerful ambassadors for the authority within their communities. They 
are frontline communicators, and in that respect EDC could take some practical steps to 
better support them. We would suggest the introduction of a member e-bulletin, including a 
round-up of key policies and communications activity in addition to standard information such 
as upcoming meetings. In addition, it would be beneficial for the council to explore 
commissioning media training for the Executive and social media training for all members. 
 
The council’s social media presence is largely broadcast in its tone, although there are plans 
to use EDC’s channels to proactively promote the Council Plan consultation to give people 
the chance to engage. There is currently limited interactions with residents on social media, 
with some enquiries apparently not being answered. With the right support and training, the 
customer services team could take greater responsibility for dealing with routine resident 
questions. A more systematic system for monitoring these enquiries – and ensuring any 
issues of a more serious nature are quickly addressed – is also necessary. 
 
Some issues were raised with us by members around the accessibility of the council’s 
website. We were told that the site scores well under accessibility requirements, and there 
are also opportunities to address any concerns as part of a revamp of the council’s digital 
platforms. 
 
There is currently a disconnect between the work of Customer Services and the council’s 
wider communications activity. Ideally, analysis of customer complaints would help drive 
some of the council’s engagement with residents. Although there have been examples of 
where the customer services team have been briefed about important service changes – for 
example around alterations to recycling – there does not appear to be a consistent approach 
to this, which we would encourage the council to address. 
 
As set out earlier in the report, there is a desire across the council to make better use of 
more modern forms of communication than is currently the case. Video has been used in a 
press release, and the content carried by a local media outlet. The council’s website is set 
to be able to host video by the end of the year, which will allow the creation of richer and 
more sharable content. Whilst there are clearly skills gaps in EDC to develop a modern 
approach, better use could be made of training and development opportunities which are 
available.  
 
There is a definite sense that the council could improve its relations with communications 
colleagues in partner organisations. For example, there is a Cumbria public sector 
communications group which EDC has apparently not attended for some time. This forum 
potentially offers the opportunity to share both best practice and resources with neighbouring 
local authorities, or to run joint campaigns with other public bodies in the Eden area. Building 
relationships with other public sector communicators in the area also supports emergency 
planning communication, in which the council’s communications resource may be called 
upon to work closely with others as part of a single ‘response’ team supporting an incident. 
 



 
 

Similarly, there is a wide range of opportunities to learn and share amongst the wider 
communications community that EDC could tap into more. LGcommunications – the 
professional body for local government communicators – offers a range of seminars, best 
practice resources and networking opportunities which the council could access for a small 
annual charge.  
 

 
7.3 Place leadership 

 
There is a genuine passion and pride across the council – at both an officer and member 
level – for the local area. 
 
The new administration’s focus on sustainability in the Council Plan reflects a desire to 
protect the natural landscape of the district and its ambitions to show leadership on climate 
change. 
 
A climate and ecological emergency was declared by EDC in July 2019, with ambitions to 
make the council’s operations zero carbon by 2030 and to encourage initiatives which help 
the whole district to also be net zero carbon. These ambitious targets can underpin the 
council’s narrative for its own policies, and its vision for the place, for years to come. It also 
again underlines the need for the organisation to increase its strategic communications 
capacity. 
 
Alternatives to the controversial Penrith Masterplan are being developed by the council, 
but there will need to be a greater focus on ensuring these have wider buy-in. 
Consultations have been viewed as ‘tick box’ exercise, although it is recognised this is an 
area that needs to be addressed. 
 
With a relatively new administration and the authority going through a period of political re-
positioning, fostering relationships with partners will be important. The council has been 
viewed as lacking ambition and inward looking. As one person put it to us: ‘Eden operates 
in an island full of tiny islands who have always done it that way’. Whether or not these 
perceptions are fair, the opportunities are there to change them. 
 
The council is well plugged into the Local Enterprise Partnership – although not at a 
communications level – and there has been good joint working around issues such as the 
Cumbria Industrial Strategy. EDC’s tourism team is also well thought of by partners for the 
wider work it does to promote the local area.  
 
Although all local authorities have a crucial role in place branding, their voice does and 
should not need to be the only one. Through a focus on strategic relationship building and 
working with advocates, the council can be part of other people’s conversations and 
messages about the Eden district – for example through the LEP’s place campaign for 
Cumbria. A greater integration and understanding between the council and LEP 
communication teams would be mutually beneficial.  It would enable the council’s story to 
be heard on a bigger scale and it would also support the district’s businesses to access 
support from the LEP. 
 
An example of where EDC could work more effectively with the local assets at its disposal 
is the network of more than 70 parish councils in the district. There is currently no regular 
communication with the parishes, and this is something that could be quite easily 



 
 

addressed. This may be a result of people believing that the links between EDC and the 
parish councils should be through the Cumbria Association of Local Councils, but there is a 
definite sense that these relationships have been neglected.  Members of EDC also feel 
they could be better supported by officers when they are engaging with parish councils.  
 
As with other partners, the local business community yearns for more information from the 
council and is keen to do more joint work. Businesses we spoke to said they would be 
happy to use their own communications channels to help share information from EDC. This 
can be achieved through targeted messaging to businesses and working alongside key 
business advocates such as the chambers of trade and LEP. 
 
The ability of EDC to communicate effectively in an emergency situation was also raised as 
a concern by many people we spoke to, including partners. This partly relates to a lack of 
capacity to deal with a crisis – but also to plan effectively for high profile events such as the 
Appleby Fair. An example was given to us of when the EDC contact centre were not aware 
that the mountain rescue service delivered medicine to isolated parts of the district during 
severe winter weather. The need for the council to be better prepared for emergency 
situations is something that will need to be addressed. 
 

7.4 Branding 
 

The council currently has three main brands and identities – corporate, Invest in Eden 
(economic development) and Visit Eden (tourism). 
 
In addition, there appears to have been a tendency in recent years for new sub brands and 
logos to be created for a variety of different initiatives and programmes. EDC’s corporate 
brand has not been properly enforced, leading to a proliferation of brands, logos and 
straplines that confuse and need streamlining. The council needs to be bolder about taking 
credit for the good work it does across the borough through a more consistent approach to 
branding. This will require clearer branding guidelines and an expectation that all parts of 
the council will adhere to them. 
 
Some people we spoke to expressed frustration with the design of the EDC brand, and felt 
it was in need of a refresh. In our view, this risks confusing a brand with a logo. A brand is 
not just the council's visual image, it is about the stories that people, partners and others tell 
about the organisation. What is needed is a greater focus on the council’s narrative, the 
values it embodies and the place it leads – which are the core components of the brand –  
rather than undertaking a redesign of a logo, which would inevitably be costly to implement, 
time consuming and attract criticism.  
 
There appears to be better coordination between the ‘Invest’ and ‘Visit’ brands since the 
establishment of the communications working group. However, there is some confusion 
about the council’s role in the brands and its relationship with them. Again, this risks diluting 
wider EDC messages around leadership of place. 
 
The council is developing an economic plan for the district in response to the LEP’s local 
industrial strategy. Where this sits alongside the activities of Invest in Eden, and whether it 
will be consistent, will be important to address. Some businesses we spoke to expressed a 
lack of understanding about the work of Invest in Eden, despite the dedicated marketing 
work undertaken by the economic development team. As there is no insight available to 
determine the effectiveness of the Invest brand and its wider recognition, it is difficult for the 



 
 

review team to make any specific recommendations about its future. We would therefore 
encourage the council to carry out that work around perceptions of the Invest brand. 
Although there will always be a need for specialist communications targeted at the business 
community which is separate from wider council communications about services, the need 
for a separate brand is not clear to us.  
 
Many local authorities have distinct destination marketing brands similar to Visit Eden, and 
given that the target audiences are predominantly outside of the local area it does make 
sense to have a distinct identity to that of EDC. 
 
Some questions were raised with us about the lack of wider knowledge of Eden as a place 
– and consequently the effectiveness of the Visit Eden brand. Whilst many people will have 
heard of destinations such as Penrith and Ullswater, there is a possibility the Eden district 
could be confused with the Eden Project in Cornwall. Whether to make better use of the 
area’s ‘hero’ brands is something to consider, but again will need to be based on robust 
insight.   

 
 

8. Next steps  
 
Immediate next steps  
 
We appreciate that you will want to reflect on these findings and suggestions with your 
senior managerial and political leadership in order to determine how the council wishes 
to take things forward.  
 
As part of the communications peer review process, there is an offer of further support. I 
would be very happy to discuss any areas for development and improvement where the 
LGA can help you. Claire Hogan, Principal Adviser, is the main contact between your 
authority and LGA for any wider support. Her contact details are: 
claire.hogan@local.gov.uk. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Matt Nicholls 
Head of Communications Improvement and Support 
Local Government Association 
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