Information/Discussion Paper

Overview & Scrutiny — 17" January 2022

The Council’s response to the Covid crisis

Introduction:

The purpose of this paper is to set out the Council’s response to the Covid-19 crisis and
consider the outcomes and lessons learned, what went well and what could have been done
better. In the last two years there has been a lot of work undertaken by the Council and its
partners to maintain services, protect communities and support business. This paper covers
several themes with supporting evidence and examples for the period March 2020 to
December 2021.

Themes include:

Business Continuity & Maintaining Services
Supporting Communities

Recovery Strategy

External & Internal Communications

Business Support & Recovery

Covid-19 Recovery Budget

2020: Local Government Association (LGA): Renewal & Recovery Review
2021 Internal Audit Finding: Response to Covid-19
Would anything be done differently?
Organisational learning

Conclusion

This paper provides a brief summary but will not include all Covid-19 related activity but
gives the Committee a guide as to the range of work undertaken since the pandemic. More
information can be provided to Committee members on request.

Business Continuity & Maintaining Services:

To support the emergency response and recovery efforts, the council needed a solid
foundation. The business continuity response, mobilised in March 2020, included setting a
up a dedicated Covid-19 health, safety & employee working group, a business continuity
working group for the Council’s crematorium as well as achieving our objective of becoming
a virtual Council; we were one of the first district Councils in Gloucestershire to establish
virtual meetings with support from the One Legal partnership. Examples include:

e By April 2020, we had become a virtual Council ahead of schedule
o Over 90% of staff working from home, making full use of the new technology that had
been introduced pre-Covid-19, as part of the Council’s modernisation agenda




e Seamlessly moving to virtual Cabinet, Council and committee meetings, ensuring
political decision-making was rapidly restored following March’s lockdown

e During the height of the pandemic our Building Control Service introduced ‘virtual’
inspections with the aid of video apps, allowing site operations to continue where
necessary under the restrictions whilst ensuring wherever possible building standards
were satisfied. The proactive service has secured future engagement within the
construction sector and this type of ‘availability’ is vitally important to the customer. As a
result, we were able to continue to secure significant building control contracts.

¢ Continued to improve recycling rates, which increased from 51.23% at the end of
2019/20 to 53.98% at the end of September 2020, due to our strong partnership with our
waste partnership UBICO.

o We were also one of the first councils to partner with Podback, offering residents a
simple way to recycle coffee pods at the kerbside.

Supporting Communities:

At the height of the pandemic, to ensure the most vulnerable were supported, we rapidly
established a community ‘help-hub’, working with Gloucestershire County Council, supported
by Cheltenham Borough Homes and The Cheltenham Trust (TCT). We re-deployed 25 staff
to support hundreds of vulnerable residents to ensure they had the essentials of food, their
prescriptions, as well as to hear a friendly voice. With TCT, we established an additional
innovative food service to provide more support to local people:
https://www.cheltenham.gov.uk/news/article/2394/.

With our well-established community connections and councillor insight, we quickly gathered
intelligence from across the town, swiftly realising that local food banks were struggling to
meet demand. Therefore, the Mayor's Foodbank fund was established and raised thousands
of pounds - https://www.cheltenham.gov.uk/news/article/2415/

Community Food Network - #feedcheltenham

The issue of access to affordable food and essential items was seen as the highest risk by
community partners. We know that at the height of the pandemic, in excess of 1500 food
parcels were being delivered per-week to Cheltenham residents. Volunteers from GCHQ
initially offered their expertise to help build a map of the food support being offered to local
residents to help us understand where there might be gaps in coverage or organisational
resilience risks. Alongside this report, local partners Family Space, came up with the idea of
#FeedCheltenham, a means of raising much needed funds to support community food
providers.

From May 2020, we launched our community food network that brings community-based
food providers under the #FeedCheltenham banner with the council providing co-ordination,
access to grants and communications support to help them grow their capacity and increase
the ability to respond. As the issue of food poverty has continued to be a real challenge, the
#FeedCheltenham community food network has continued to meet monthly over the past 20
months. We have seen some significant successes with the establishment of three new
community food pantries at Springbank, Hesters Way and Cornerstone (Oakley). The
success of the #FeedCheltenham food network and the quality of the relationships have
enabled us to tap into county council funding to access both household grant funds and
funds for holiday food and activity programmes. For instance, just before Christmas,
#FeedCheltenham partners ensured that children on free school meals wouldn’t go hungry
this Christmas and helped to deliver 700 food hampers to local schools, 760 food pantry
tokens and 700 activity packs.


https://www.cheltenham.gov.uk/news/article/2394/
https://www.cheltenham.gov.uk/news/article/2415/

Combining our community grant funding with additional funding from Gloucestershire County
Council saw a £100,000 funding pot to bolster those charities/community groups that were
providing essential support for the most vulnerable; 51 good causes received on average
£1,900.

Through the Council’'s No Child Left Behind initiative, we established the laptops for learning
campaign, which saw under £35,000 raised and 129 devices donated, which has enabled
Cheltenham’s children to have access to the right IT equipment gives them the foundations
to get the most out of their education. No Child Left Behind has teamed up with Cheltenham
Education Partnership, representing local secondary schools, Cheltenham Learning
Partnership, representing local primary schools and IT Schools Africa -
https://nclbcheltenham.org.uk/laptops-for-learning

Covid-19 presented challenges in tackling rough sleeping, undeterred, our Housing Options
Team ensured that by:

e August 2020 we had made 125 placements into hotels for rough sleepers and
¢ By September 2020 we had eliminated our need for hotel accommodation altogether

The team made early assessment of individuals’ support requirements so their needs could
be met and appropriate pathways into housing understood. Vacancies within
Accommodation Based Support were created by direct matching into social housing for
those ready to move-on. Accomplished by utilising the private rented sector and some were
able to return to family and friends. Despite challenges, the majority of placements had
positive outcomes. This collaboration across districts and the County Council, saw a quick
response across boundaries, reflecting our strong partnership arrangements before COVID.

This crisis gave us the opportunity to review our partnerships and build stronger
collaborative arrangements for the future. We’re looking to lead a new county-wide
Homelessness & Rough Sleeping Programme Management Group, looking at:

¢ Joint bidding opportunities
¢ Implementation, monitoring and review of a jointly-commissioned homelessness and
rough sleeping service.

Recovery Strategy:

With the importance of setting out our commitment to lead recovery, we were one if not the
first Council in the UK to publish its recovery strategy, including a number of leading
initiatives to support economic growth.
https://issuu.com/cheltenhamboroughcouncil/docs/recovery strateqy final?fr=sNiM3ZTQzMD
EyNw

The strategy, aimed at putting jobs and investment at the heart of recovery, was approved
by Cabinet on 14 May 2020 and informed our Covid recovery budget. The RTPI CEO
referenced our recovery approach on BBC Radio 4. On 30 June the Government followed
our lead and announced a “New Deal” to put jobs and infrastructure at the centre of the
government’s economic growth strategy.

External & Internal Communications:


https://nclbcheltenham.org.uk/laptops-for-learning
https://issuu.com/cheltenhamboroughcouncil/docs/recovery_strategy_final?fr=sNjM3ZTQzMDEyNw
https://issuu.com/cheltenhamboroughcouncil/docs/recovery_strategy_final?fr=sNjM3ZTQzMDEyNw

To support the wider Covid-19 safety messaging we adopted new and innovative
communication techniques and campaigns which received national recognition. With a
modest budget of £150, we delivered a range of famous faces’ based content that appealed
to our audiences through a local connection or via nostalgic reasons. Metrics outlined what
we achieved through organic means without the use of paid ads. The content developed not
only performed better than the standard public safety messages issued but was also
repeatedly picked up and promoted by the local media which further increased the message.
Below is a brief summary of total views of the ‘hello Cheltenham’ campaign content to
promote: hands — face — space.
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This content achieved thousands of views and achieved significantly higher engagement
rates than more generic content issued to local councils to use. This doesn’t include the
reach via sharing and features by the local media. Our objective was for our content to be
picked up and shared by the local media. Our approach achieved ‘front page’ news several
times on the Gloucestershire Live website. For example:
https://www.gloucestershirelive.co.uk/news/cheltenham-news/neighbours-dr-karl-kennedy-
neighbours-4762059. This has enabled our public safety messages to reach an even bigger
audience outside of Cheltenham Borough Council’s social media channels.

With easing of national lockdown, we experienced a massive
spike in littering in our parks and gardens and rapidly initiated

Why are you tnss;;g..... a bold anti-littering campaign.

litter around here? , . ,
Following residents’ demand, posters were rolled out across

&) rm lazy the whole borough! This was our best ever digital campaign
achieving over 120,000 organic social media views.

I don't care about
this community

I think other people should Our social media communications have been nationally
payito daanipafisinia recognised, in 2021, we won Gold at the iIESE
Don‘t be a tosser Transformation Awards. Helen Reynolds, award winning
¥ou brought your rubbish here, training and author, said of our work: “/’'ve been impressed
please take it home with you. how the Cheltenham team have put into action creative and
Y effective social media tactics - with residents at the heart of
N their strategy. The team have made bold and pioneering
decisions that delight residents, increase reach and engage
new people. This isn’t easy, but has been made possible by leadership in the organisation
trusting the skills and judgement of the comms team, a willingness to try new techniques,
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and a culture of innovation. I've been told by professionals in the public and private sector
that Cheltenham campaigns and content have inspired them, and | am very happy to show
my support and champion their sensational work.”
https://commscreatives.com/2021/01/21/funny-empathy-content-of-the-week/
https://commscreatives.com/2020/11/19/cameo-celebrities-for-comms/

During the height the pandemic, all internal and external communications were centralised to
ensure consistency of message, efficient and effective co-ordination of messages.

Members, employees and partner organisations received regular e-briefings along with the
introduction of regular all member and all employee virtual meetings, which have continued.

Business Support & Recovery:

First Business Grant Scheme: Recognising the worry businesses would have due to loss
of income, we used the Council’s cash balances to ensure grant payments were able to get
off to a rapid start. We were the first Council in the UK to commence grant payments and
didn’t allow technology constraints to slow us down and were awarded a Community &
Business Champion Award by Punchline magazine.

e Olouce, Our partnership working came through again with our audit service and
:.g’e\\ % counter fraud unit helping to verify claims to reduce the risk of fraud and
S error.

* ) https://www.punchline-gloucester.com/articles/aanews/cheltenham-
borough-council-applauded-for-fast-tracking-changes
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2020 Discretionary Business Grant Scheme: Realising the money each Council was
given by Government wouldn’t be enough to meet demand and to remove the risk of a
‘postcode lottery’, we proactively brought several District Councils together, with advice from
the LEP and local BIDs, we created a scheme that would not only ensure consistency of
criteria but ensure maximum impact. This would normally take several months to complete,
but this was developed in three weeks. Due to the thinking put into the scheme, we were
able to add a fifth category in addition to those set by BEIS to enable more businesses to
qualify. Case Study:

https://issuu.com/cheltenhamboroughcouncil/docs/beaumont _house_letter

“The BID and its businesses have been delighted with the open approach from the Council
to tackling the impact that the coronavirus epidemic has had. Right from the start, they
engaged with us to ensure that businesses were aware of the grants they were entitled to.” -
Cheltenham BID

Our Revenue & Benefits team have continued to rapidly establish grant schemes to ensure
support gets to those businesses in need. Since the start of the pandemic, the Council has
rapidly paid 10,501 of grants worth £48,409,649. In December, 2021, another scheme was
rapidly established with a new round of the council’s discretionary business grant scheme
live, offering financial support to Cheltenham pubs, clubs bars restaurants and travel
businesses.

cc I.AZ/ROOM 154 In 2021, the Council’s Covid-19 business support was a

finalist in the Room 151 Impact Awards. The judges were
IMPACT AWARDS impressed by our fast work to distribute grants and saw its
collaboration efforts, bringing parties together, as a real
EARAINOELOSALEAV N AICE cou plus. “Cheltenham clearly pulled out all the stops and | was
particularly impressed by how they used cash balances for the early payment of support.”
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https://www.room151.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/2021-Impact-Awards-Brochure.pdf

Golden Valley Development: May 2020 came in with a bang with the launch of our
campaign to become the UK’s Cyber Capital. At a time when most authorities were stepping
back from major investment programmes due to the huge market uncertainty, Cheltenham
stepped into the driving seat to lead the region’s economic recovery, giving momentum to
the nation’s mission to be a global leader in cyber and scientific super power.

In the darkest moments of the first lockdown the Golden Valley Development’s ‘Home of
Cyber Central UK’ launch had a hugely positive impact, and it's now one of the UK’s most
exciting development projects. In 2021, we announced Henry Boot Developments and
Factory as our preferred development partners. In December, 2021, the Golden Valley
Development was named in the Cabinet Office’s new National Cyber Strategy.

Minster Exchange: With renewed commitment to make Cheltenham the ‘Cyber Capital of
the UK’, we were keen to expedite investment to expand the cyber ecosystem. Our rapidly
completed business case for the Minster Exchange was the number one ‘shovel ready’
project identified by the LEP via the national ‘Getting Building Fund’. This £5.2m flagship
scheme in the heart of Cheltenham town centre, will move forward quicker than planned
thanks to funding of £3.114m and will see utilisation of the region’s Cyber-tech businesses,
social value £3m to £5m, visitors 10,000p.a., Jobs (direct) 75 and support the repurposing
the high street.

Licensing & Planning: We were one of the first Councils to accelerate licensing
applications and relax licensing policy to help businesses recover. This attracted sector
interest and we were interviewed by the LGA and Kings Chambers, who were part of an
industry group providing advice to government on licencing and planning changes required
to businesses in the short-term. This approach was nationally recognised as best practice:
e https://instituteoflicensing.org/news/licensing-a-statutoryfunction-which-cannot-be-
ignored/
e Case study - https://instituteoflicensing.org/media/2xigh3n2/cheltenham-case-study-
licensing-in-a-pandemic.pdf# Taxi & PH

Sylvia Oats, Six Till Six: “/ am hearing from some areas that their local authority is insisting
on long lead times for pavement licensing, police are setting unrealistic expectations on
premises when moving to reopening and more worrying rumblings. So | was delighted to see
that Cheltenham Borough Council has published a specific ENTE recovery strategy with
pragmatic steps to support the industry back on its feet. More like this please.”

We were one of the first Councils to implement sector leading initiatives around Planning,
including:

e Extending our ‘standard’ construction hours across the town to benefit residents and the
construction sector with Government then also announcing a similar initiative

e Taking a proactive approach to planning enforcement, to enable businesses to erect
temporary buildings to support their operations/allow for social distancing, without the
need for planning permission

Business as usual continued, including issuing hundreds of planning
00 decisions, responding to dangerous trees and getting our Local Plan
ARDS FO 'j . ready for adoption at July 2020’s virtual Council meeting and the SPD
|/ for Golden Valley. We were recognised by ‘Have we got planning
EXCELLENCE news for you’ as champion of the week:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1M98z9yjKgA. In April 2021, the
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Council’s planning Team won the Royal Town Planning Institute’s national Award for
Planning Heroes in a Pandemic.

Economic recovery: To support economic recovery the Council with support from Marketing
Cheltenham has led two initiatives:

1. The Big Screen: Led by the Council, and forms part of the town’s economic recovery
activity with support of the government’s Welcome Back fund, which seeks to help towns
and cities across the country to reopen and encourage visitors to return. This estimated
to have generated 5,000 to 10,000 visitors

2. Cheltenham Ice Rink: The ice rink is being funded and organised by the Council, as
part of its continued efforts to stimulate and support the town’s economic recovery. This
has been used by 42,000 skaters.
https://www.punchline-gloucester.com/articles/aanews/ice-rink-should-be-here-for-the-

long-term

Covid Recovery Budget:

Despite Government support covering some of the additional expenditure and lost income,
we were still facing a budget deficit of £1.831m, more than 12% of our net budget with
concerns this could be replicated in future years until the economy recovers. With an asset
portfolio valued in excess of £0.5bn we were able to agree a strategy in November 2020
focusing on assets surplus to requirements, low yielding but strategically placed to drive
economic activity and deliver regeneration opportunities for the whole borough, under a local
policy of ‘the right to regenerate’ ahead of Government committing to similar policies.
https://democracy.cheltenham.gov.uk/documents/g3263/Public%20reports%20pack%2016th
-Nov-2020%2016.00%20Council.pdf?T=10

This allows us to utilise capital funds to replenish revenue, generating almost £5m over the
next three years to ensure financial sustainability. This will provide additional resource into
our flagship ambition to make Cheltenham the cyber capital of the UK, continue with our
£180m housing plan, tackling the climate challenge and creating jobs through a new
apprenticeship scheme.

November 2020: Local Government Association (LGA) — Renewal & Recovery
Review:

We took part in a LGA Recovery and Renewal Panel with the Deputy Leader and CEO of
Exeter City Council, looking at our emergency response and identifying ways to improve our
recovery efforts; snapshots include:

o “External stakeholders in particular, value the Council’s ability to adapt at pace to meet
the needs of residents and businesses in a dynamic and complex environment”

e “CBC was one of, if not the first council to publish a Recovery Strategy. That early
publication and consultation enabled the council to clearly signal recovery aims and
objectives, which in turn informed the thinking and work of others including
Gloucestershire County Council”

e “Both internally and externally the enhanced communications put in place by the council
are recognised and hugely valued as transparent and timely, in particular the council’s
social media channel has helped to maintain visibility for the council and keep people
informed”

The full report can be viewed at:
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June 2021: Internal Audit Finding: Response to Covid-19:
In 2021, SWAP Audit Services undertook an audit on the following areas:

¢ ICT: equipment, Data Protection considerations and arrangements to allow staff to work
from home

e H&S of staff: arrangements allowing staff to safely WFH

o Key service delivery: arrangements in place to ensure customer access to previous face-
to-face services Staff wellbeing arrangements

e Community response

o Emergency response and liaison with appropriate agencies

e Emergency decision-making arrangements

Audit Objective: To provide assurance that the response to COVID-19 was robust and
responsive to the needs of staff and customers, and in line with national Government
guidelines.

Assurance Opinion: “A sound system of
governance, risk management and control
exist, with internal controls operating
effectively and being consistently applied to
support the achievement of objectives in the
area audited”

Supporting our people:
The wellbeing of our employees was paramount and support in 2020 included:

e Executive Leadership Team hosting regular all-employee video conferences

o Weekly staff text message and e-briefings

e Executive Leadership Team personally made just under 100 check-in calls to members
of staff

¢ Wellbeing group established

e Additional equipment and support for working from home
Managing remote training

2020 Employee home working survey:

o 92% of staff felt they had the technology to stay connected and do all aspects of their
current role effectively

o 87% of staff were having either daily, twice a week or weekly contact with their line
manager

o 94% of staff felt they were supported and had enough contact with their team/line
manager and could raise any issues with them

The 2021 employee survey:
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The response rate for 2021 Employee Wellbeing Survey was 84.8%, which was a 10.1%
increase compared to 2019. Of the employees who report their wellbeing as ‘ok, good or
very good’ in 2019 this totalled 89.51% and in 2021 this has slightly increased to 90.25%.

Would anything be done differently?

Since the start of the pandemic, it has been the most challenging experience of our careers
due to the unique nature of the emergency and the range of challenges that have needed to
be overcome. The Council was able to respond in the way it did due to the following
reasons:

Breadth and depth of the Council partnerships

Strategic capacity

Experienced professional employees

Use of local knowledge and ClIr insights

Support from Cabinet and ELT to innovate and think creatively

Command structure established at the start of the pandemic ensured there was
adequate control and oversight

e Pre-Covid technology investment

We have had our approach internally reviewed by SWAP Audit and received a ‘substantial’
assurance opinion, an independent review by the Local Government Association and
benchmarked our work via national awards. Following a lot of reflection, there is nothing of
significance that we would do differently if we had the chance again, however, this does not
underestimate the amount of work and effort that has been put in over the last two years.
It's also important to highlight the role of the Council’s partner organisations (too many to
mention), who worked with the Council as part of a wider #teamcheltenham effort.

Organisational Learning:
The organisational learning is briefly summarised below:

e Business Continuity & Emergency Response: Importance of having a clearly set out
command structure with defined roles and responsibilities. This included the
centralisation of all internal and external communication activity. This ensured decision
making was evaluated in a consistent way and communicated effectively.

e Local partnerships: Time invested in establishing, developing and maintaining local
partnerships and liaison meetings with stakeholders helped reduce duplication of effort,
provided valuable local intelligence and enabled efforts to be sustained.

¢ Innovation: Unigue challenges needed unigue solutions and decisions needing in a fast
paced environment. Innovation and creativity was encouraged, as evidenced in this
report.

e Communications: The frequency of internal communications to Members of and
employees at the height of the pandemic were well received. The introduction of all
member and employee virtual meetings have remained in place. Increased confidence
around bolder and more creative external communications

o Making decisions at pace: The unique challenge of the pandemic meant decisions
needed to be made at pace to ensure there were no delays in providing support. Having
governance and structures in place to support enabled the Council to respond promptly.

Conclusion:



® The work outlined in this report was down to the commitment of
(ese W-S"-"ER our people from right across the Council; Councillors and

LS Officers working as one team with support of many partner
Awards 2021 organisations. With 230 employees, our size hasn’t been a
The Public Sector Transformation Awards  DArrier in supporting residents, communities and businesses. In
2021, the Council’'s Covid-19 response work was nationally recognised with the Council and
its partner organisations winning Silver at the iESE Transformation Awards in the Working
Together category - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1c2m1IA8SLFE

Between March 2020 and December 2021, the Council with the support of its various partner
organisations maintained services, provided business and community support. This work
has helped the most vulnerable people through the work of the community help hub,
ensured rapid business support and put in place economic and community recovery
initiatives, whilst operating in a challenging financial environment. The work of the Council
across many services has been nationally recognised as examples of best practice.

Unique challenges require a unique response. Covid-19 has tested Cheltenham’s
communities, economy and way of life in a way that hasn’t been seen since the Second
World War. Our Borough has lost loved ones, business has been disrupted and we’ve all
had to re-learn a new existence that tries to retain our human connections while being apart.
We give our grateful thanks to the thousands of key workers and volunteers across health
and front-line services both in Cheltenham and nationally who have responded so selflessly
to keep the country going and to care, protect and shield us from Covid-19. We are proud to
witness the strength and resilience of our town in the face of this challenge and to have

played our part.

Background Papers None
Contact Officer Darren Knight - Executive Director People and Change
Accountability Clir Rowena Hay, Leader of the Council
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