
 

 

 

 

 

Senior Leadership Team  
(resubmitted Local Authority of the Year) 

‘A healthy and happy community, flourishing together in a safer and fairer borough that is led 

by a council recognised for being innovative, financially sustainable and accountable,’ is 

South Ribble Borough Council’s vision for the borough. The Council has transformed itself 

over the past three years. It has gone from rock bottom, with a ‘catastrophic failure of 

governance’ to receiving no statutory recommendations for the first time in years with high 

performing services across the organisation. Currently, the Council is well positioned to 

ensure that it can tackle the increasing challenges facing the sector. Despite the adversity of 

the global pandemic, South Ribble has sought out opportunities to support and invest in local 

communities. Ambitious and robust plans, including £434m in a City Deal, and up to £25m to 

reinvigorate the town centre, both highlight measures to support economic growth within the 

borough and deliver projects that will improve the quality of living for residents.  

South Ribble, as a place, has a huge amount to offer. It has excellent facilities, 

beautiful parks, good schools and is well positioned for connectivity with other areas of the 

country. The borough, on the whole, is relatively affluent and the council itself is in a better 

financial position than most, giving it the ability to weather the worst of recent public sector 

spending cuts.  

Despite what should have been a stable position, the Council was failing pre-2019. In 

2018, the external auditor issued a statutory recommendation for the Council to improve for 

the third time in as many years. Internally, staff faced large amounts of uncertainty due to 

management instability alongside poor governance.  

The Council has transformed from underperformance, to a continuously improving 

organisation delivering better outcomes for its residents in the course of just three years. 

Currently, 87% of Corporate Strategy Projects are on track despite the challenges of Covid-

19. This has been achieved through drastic changes to the council’s organisational structure 

and governance, enabling the delivery of ambitious projects within key services, furthering 

our corporate strategy aim of becoming an ‘exemplary council’.  

What we did to improve: 

In 2019, the newly appointed Labour administration took on the challenge to ‘make a real 

difference’ with a commitment to fairness, equality, and a corporate ethos. Following the 

Chief Executive and two deputies leaving South Ribble, the Council looked to the 

neighbouring borough of Chorley for support from the Council Chief Executive on an interim 

basis. South Ribble and Chorley serve similarly sized populations, and have a similar council 

structure, which included shared finance and audit and assurance services. Issues were 

identified and a plan quickly put into place to turn things around. Thirteen key actions formed 

the basis of a ‘governance action plan’. This was to be delivered over a six month period 

which included developing new strategies, reviewing processes and implementing new 

protocols such as updating the Council’s constitution, developing a performance 



management framework and preparing an Organisational Development Strategy that would 

underpin sustainable change.  

Delivering results would demand leadership, expertise, and resources. A business 

plan was developed to extend the existing shared service arrangement with Chorley Council 

and put in place the necessary capacity. This plan was agreed by members, starting with 

back office functions including the appointment of a shared Deputy Chief Executive, shared 

Director of Governance and Shared Service Leads for Legal, Communications, and 

Transformation and Partnerships. Once these posts were in place, an extensive review of 

the services was completed to achieve a single operating model based on shared systems 

and process and staff transferred to a single set of shared terms and conditions.  

With the new teams in place, delivery of the governance action plan progressed 

quickly. Fundamental governance controls were re-established, the Corporate Strategy was 

revisited and refreshed, a new shared Performance Management Framework developed, a 

full review of HR policies, a new Organisational Development Strategy and internal 

communications plan deployed.  

For the council, the first phase extension of shared services created increased 

resilience, created development opportunities for staff, and improved strategic direction. This 

increased capacity at the service lead level, which helped increase efficiency and 

management of existing vacancies. These benefits were quickly realised, and members 

approved to progress to phase 2 of shared services which would see the sharing of ICT and 

Customer Services. Given the breadth of services now involved, it now also made sense to 

also look at a full shared leadership team including a shared Chief Executive.  

The Council commenced 2021 with a fully shared Senior Leadership Team, shared 

Chief Executive, and shared corporate core. ICT services launched as part of shared 

services in December 2021, and Shared Customer Services are expected to launch in 

March 2022.  

The Pandemic 

All these changes took place during a global pandemic. The health crisis, and the wider 

repercussions of the pandemic – whether that be financial, mental, or physical – meant that 

residents needed support more than ever before. The move to remote working needed to 

take place rapidly, and over 200 staff members were mobilised to work from home. South 

Ribble, despite not using Microsoft Teams before the pandemic, were jointly the first council 

in Lancashire to implement remote meetings in order to enable members and the public to 

continue to be involved in democratic processes.  

 Throughout the pandemic, officers identified vulnerable residents and offered 

support. Over 6,500 calls to vulnerable residents were made through the establishment of 

the South Ribble Together Hubs, a place for residents to request help where needed, with 

over 1,800 food parcels delivered. The work has continued to support and serve the 

community, with over 6,000 business grants approved – amounting to £36m of business 

grants allocated. Holiday hunger provisions have also provided 7,500 meals across South 

Ribble.  

 These interventions helped mitigate some of the wider consequences of the global 

pandemic and are now championed by the Council. The workforce is equipped to work 

remotely, allowing for improved flexibility and capacity. Holiday activities and food provisions 

have continued, with children who are entitled to free school meals being offered free 

activities over the Christmas holidays. As shown in the data, the impacts of the pandemic 



have not ended. In January 2021, 6% of adults in South Ribble were experiencing hunger 

due to not having enough to eat, with 19% of adults either struggling or worried (University of 

Sheffield, 2021), and so the continued efforts of the Communities team to support those 

those residents is vital in alleviating some of the burdens of the pandemic.  

Current Projects 

Not only has the council put the right foundations in place to address past issues, it has also 

chosen to deliver big changes for residents. An innovative Community Hub model has been 

established with a hub in each neighbourhood area to transform the way that community 

improvements are identified and delivered. It provides a space for ward members and local 

residents to come together to create priorities based on local knowledge and understanding. 

The hubs offer an opportunity to involve residents in changes to their local area, while 

understanding that the borough’s different areas have different nuances. Notable outcomes 

include the Eagle and Child Bowling Green raising concerns towards the sustainability of 

their site with Leyland and Farrington Community Hub. This project has seen the Council 

purchase the bowling green, with a long-term lease and self-management arrangement in 

place with the club. This will safeguard the future of the club and offer security of tenure. 

Funding was allocated through the hub and boost fund to also allow for the creation of much 

needed disabled access. 

A credit union has been launched supporting the council ethos of fairness and 

community wealth building with a high street location opened in April 2021. The council also 

chose to bring all Leisure services back in house, to provide quality services that are 

targeted to the needs of local communities, and to encourage residents to maintain their 

health and wellbeing.  

The council is also making the most of its partnership with Chorley to develop a 

shared strategic partnership, bringing together common partners from both boroughs to drive 

forward public service reform with a focus on early intervention and prevention to achieve 

long term sustainability.  

In 2019, South Ribble declared a Climate Emergency and produced an action plan to 

consider the authority’s role in mitigating climate change. This has included planting over 

16,000 trees, with a pledge to plant one tree for every resident within the borough. Moreover, 

in December 2021, South Ribble joined the UK100 as part of their commitment to 

addressing climate change.  

Areas of Innovation: 

The decision to transform the organisation through Shared Services was a brave choice. For 

staff that had faced large amounts of internal disruption, moving into shared services may 

have initially caused some anxiety. However, our staff are now well equipped to work across 

both South Ribble Council and Chorley Council. The shared provisions have allowed for cost 

savings, with the savings from staffing alone amounting to over £0.5mil per annum, with this 

set to increase from shared contracts and system efficiencies. Increased resilience in teams 

has been highlighted as a key benefit from the shared provisions. Ensuring the services 

remain sustainable through more capacity, skills and expertise empowers services to 

manage challenges and demand across the Councils. 

South Ribble has also chosen to adopt the co-operative council approach to focus on 

themes of fairness, community wealth building and engaging local communities. Bringing the 

Leisure facilities in-house, the delivery of a Community Wealth Building Action Plan, and the 

work of the communities team service have all used innovative means to ensure that the 



needs of residents are at the forefront of service delivery. The Community Hubs, for 

example, have boldly empowered communities to be part of local project delivery, 

transferring power to enable residents to improve their local area. This work was praised by 

the Local Government Association during a peer review conducted in 2021, with the team 

‘enthused’ by the ‘Council’s commitment to “bottom-up” engagement.’ 

Conclusion:  

South Ribble Council’s journey from underperformance to becoming an exemplary model of 

change has been long, challenging, and multifaceted. Equally, it has allowed the council to 

better position itself to meet the increasing challenges facing the public sector. The 2021 

Peer Challenge saw the Local Government Association acknowledge the work of the 

council. They noted how ‘both the political and managerial leadership of the Council deserve 

praise for the prioritisation they have given to improving the Council’s Governance through 

the allocation of resource and capacity’. There is never a wrong time for improvement. The 

decision to restructure large parts of the workforce under a new model was decisive, 

innovative, and has allowed for an annual saving of over £0.5milion.  

Our projects reflect the need to invest in local communities. With the global pandemic 

accentuating pre-existing inequalities within communities, ensuring that services are able to 

support communities is vital to ensuring a sustainable, fairer community for residents in the 

borough. 

Councillor Paul Foster, the Leader of the Council, said:  

‘A huge amount of work has been done over the last couple of years to get over the 

problems the organisation has had in the past’, and noted that the positive feedback fro the 

Peer Review Challenge showed that the Council is ‘well on the way’ 

‘The improvements are certainly paying dividends as a recent resident survey showed 

satisfaction with the way the council runs things to have increased from 67% in 2020 to 75% 

in October 2021. Overall satisfaction with the borough as a place to live also increased from 

82% in 2020 to 85% in 2021.    

‘I’m pleased that the work of everyone in both the council and the community has been 

recognised and I agree that we are at our best when we work all together in tandem.’ 

 


