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1
PURPOSE

1.1
To secure committee’s approval for the Corporate Communications Strategy April 2007 to March 2009.

1.2
Relevance to council ambitions and priorities:

· Council Ambitions:


To ensure council services are accessible to all through improved communication with our customers.

· Community Objectives:


To ensure all parts of Ribble Valley feel an equal sense of belonging through borough-wide promotion of council services.

· Corporate Priorities:



Effective communications facilitate partnership working, for example the Clitheroe Castle Heritage Scheme; help to deliver customer focused services, for example publicising and promoting three-stream waste collection; help to promote the health and well being of people in Ribble Valley, for example publicising our zero tolerance approach to dog-fouling.

2
BACKGROUND

2.1
Ribble Valley Borough Council decided to appoint a part-time corporate communications officer in September 2003.

2.2
My report to this committee on September 23 2003 outlined the aims and objectives of the post and a six-monthly evaluation of the post’s success was presented to committee on July 27 2004.

2.3
Following the success of the appointment, committee decided to make the post full-time and permanent in September 2004.

2.4
Ribble Valley Borough Council’s Comprehensive Performance Assessment in 2004 emphasised the importance of communications, the benefits of establishing a corporate approach to communications and the need to communicate with customers more effectively. 

2.5
The authority’s 2004 Staff Satisfaction Survey revealed that nearly 45 per cent of respondents felt communication between service areas was insufficient and 66 per cent claimed to hear things first through rumours. 

2.6
A dedicated Internal Communications Survey undertaken in 2005 in order to establish a baseline for internal communications monitoring and evaluation found that only 33 per cent of staff used the intranet, while nearly 80 per cent based at remote sites heard things first through rumours.

3
ISSUES

3.1
National research by MORI has consistently found a link between communications and customer satisfaction ratings. The more informed people are about services, the higher they rate them.

3.2
The Local Government White Paper, Building Strong and Prosperous Communities (2006), also emphasises the importance of community engagement and two-way communications.

3.3
Research undertaken by the Improvement and Development Agency in 2005 has found that where councils are poor at communications, customers feel less satisfied with services than might be expected.

3.4
The Corporate Communications Strategy attached to this report is the first since the establishment of a full-time and permanent corporate communications function at the authority. It sets out a communications vision and six key areas of communications activity at Ribble Valley Borough Council.

3.5
The vision is: We will communicate clearly and openly with customers, staff and partners, in order to facilitate mutual understanding, and the delivery of high-quality, efficient and cost-effective services.

3.6
The six key areas of communications activity are: Internal communications, corporate identity, media relations, public relations, communications for councillors and electronic communications. 

3.7
The Corporate Communications Strategy will help us:

*
Raise awareness of the authority’s role as a community leader

*
Improve relationships with partners and stakeholders

*
Ensure communications are accurate, honest, understandable and timely 

*
Enhance the authority’s reputation

*
Improve the authority’s use of communications technology

*
Listen to the views of residents, staff and councillors

*
Encourage confidence in our services and policies

3.8
Committee’s attention is particularly drawn to the second action in the Corporate Identity Action Plan at the end of the strategy: To establish a corporate communications group and agree functions. 

4
RISK ASSESSMENT

4.1
The adoption of the strategy may have the following implications:

· Resources – Given the authority’s limited corporate communications resource, should committee be minded to approve the strategy, it will not be possible to progress all the actions immediately.

· Technical, environmental and legal – The legal position surrounding communications is complex and can involve a degree of risk. The council is a body corporate and council members are, by definition, part of that body. Consequently, council members speaking to the media may be taken as representing the council. Care should therefore be taken that the council accrues no liability as a result of an individual’s comments.

· Political – The strategy makes clear that the authority’s communications activity is concerned with its deliberations, activities and achievements, rather than those of political groups or individuals.

· Reputation – Communications is fundamental to the reputation of the council. Most people base their opinion of the authority on what they see or hear from the media and what they read in council publications. While no formal market research has been undertaken, it seems clear that the council’s reputation and public profile have been enhanced by corporate communications activity in recent years. Critical coverage has been minimal and press inquiries in such cases handled in the open and honest style required of a modern, progressive organisation.

5
RECOMMENDED THAT COMMITTEE

5.1
Consider and adopt the Corporate Communications Strategy April 2007 to March 2009.

5.2
Decide councillor membership of the Corporate Communications Group as per the second action in the Corporate Identity Action Plan.

JOHN HEAP

DIRECTOR OF COMMUNITY SERVICES

Further information: Corporate Communications Officer Theresa Robson (01200 414483)

