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1. Purpose of Report 

This report provides information which will enable members to discuss the options for 
improving the council’s website and developing a social media strategy. 

 

2. Recommendations 
 
2.1 It is recommended that the council approves Option 1 which entails: 
 
2.2 Agreeing a budget of £36,500 for the creation of a new council website and the 
development and implementation of a social media strategy and all the necessary 
programmes and consultants for both. 
 
2.3 Agreeing to the development of a new governance structure and adding the updating of 
the website to the monthly governance form for each department. 

 
Note:  In preparing this report, due regard has been had to equality of opportunity, human rights, 
prevention of crime and disorder, environmental and risk management considerations as 
appropriate.  Relevant officers have been consulted in relation to any legal, financial or human 
resources implications and comments received are reflected in the report. 

 

3. Information, Issues and Options 

 

3.2 The Breckland Council website 

 
3.3The importance of the website 
 
3.3 Members have already expressed their wish that the website be refreshed when looking 
at the options for Breckland Voice late last year.  
 
3.3.1 With the full impact of the recession now being felt all local authorities must find ways 
of making radical cuts to their budgets and efficiency gains while at the same time 
maintaining, and even improving, their levels of service. An increase in the level of self-
service options provided by the council for both carrying out transactions and finding 
information is a key method of achieving this. 
 
3.3.2 The number of people who have access to the internet is growing every year as is the 
diversity of age groups who use the internet as a source of information. One of the biggest 
growth areas of internet use is currently amongst retirees. If a person retires at 65 the newly 
retired would have been in their early to mid-50s when internet use started to become 
widespread. 
 
3.3.3 Programmes laid out in last year’s Digital Britain report published by the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport, will help ensure more people from lower incomes also come 
online in the coming years. 
 
3.3.4 The report also found that in 2009 half of the UK population used the internet to access 
information about Government or local council services.  
 
3.3.5 If the Government achieves its goal of seeing 2Mbps broadband rolled out nationally 



by 2012 as a baseline standard it says this will be the trigger for “a further programme of 
Digital Switchover of Public Services, though with a safety net for those unable to access the 
service”. 
 
3.3.6 Providing services online is by far the cheapest of the three main channels of contact 
available to council customers. 
Research carried Socitm, the professional association for public sector ICT management, 
found the following average costs associated with customer contact. 
Face to face = £6.56 per visit 
Phone = £3.22 per call 
Web = £0.27 per visit. 
Put simply the average web visit is 12 times cheaper than a typical phone call which in turn 
is half the average cost of a typical face-to-face transaction with council staff. 
 
3.3.7 The figures for Breckland Council are even higher. 
Face to Face = average across the 5 market towns is around £13.62 per visit 
Phone = £5.19 per call 
Web = unknown but when forms completed on line the officers within the contact centre 
handle these and often takes twice as long as a phone transaction – therefore currently with 
the technology in place phone is the most economical and this shows we must invest money 
in developing our online transactional services and work with the customer contact team to 
ensure the website supplies the most commonly requested info quickly and easily. 
 
3.3.8 Issues 
 
3.3.9 In the latest Socitm Better Connected report, an annual survey of local authority 
websites, Breckland Council again failed to achieve transactional site status where, in the 
report authors’ own words, “content and self-service values drive the whole site and combine 
to offer a compelling user experience”. 

 
3.3.10 Currently there are a number of significant issues with the Breckland Council website. 
Among the most important of these are: 

• The homepage looks dated, cluttered, is relatively unattractive and hard to navigate. 
This leads to people giving up and putting in calls to the call centre. 

• The pages do not change to reflect external events and seasons (i.e. picture of guy in 
shorts at a Market during the Xmas week!) 

• There is a distinct lack of pictures and navigable signage on both the homepage and 
throughout the website. 

• There are too many broken links and pages of information which are now out of date 
or need to be updated 

• The search facility needs work. (This includes the A-Z although this is more 
navigable and easier to use than the search box) 

• Mash-ups (where date from various sources in combined to create better usability 
e.g. embedding a Google map) are rare, however, there is work going on to improve 
this. 

• The site has limited Interactive / transactional facilities and this needs to be improved 
 
3.4 Developing the website 
 
3.4.1 To create a website which is a comprehensive tool which permanently relives pressure 
on the contact centre and saves the council money is going to take some time.  Though it is 
tempting to see revamping the website as a “quick win” rushing in a new look without 
ensuring the correct governance structure is in place behind it could lead to an increase in 
customer dissatisfaction, an increase in calls to the call centre and a loss of trust in the 
council’s website which would take considerable time to overcome. 
 
3.4.2 Though it was suggested a stripped down version of the council’s homepage could act 
as a temporary measure this would most likely lead to the same “quick win” problems listed 
above. 
 
3.4.3 Prior to development a thorough consultation of customers and service managers must 



be undertaken.  Best practice from other websites will need to be looked at and our 
proposals will need to be assessed against the Socitm criteria and other benchmarks. A 
survey on digital and social media has already been created and will be sent out with the 
council tax bills to every home in the district. It will also feature in the next issue of Voice 
magazine. We will also look at using focus groups and feedback from the youth council. 
Initial views of managers in the customer contact centre and ICT have also been canvassed 
and a prototype homepage (Appendix 2) has been created to enable further consultation and 
as an aid when dealing with any possible external website development companies. 
 
3.4.4 Throughout the project there need to be close working between Comms, ICT and 
Customer Services, especially because the website will become part of the Customer 
Access Strategy which Customer Services is developing. 
 
3.4.5 There needs to be a strong governance model set up to ensure the accuracy of old 
and control of new data. A data cleanse of the whole site also needs to take place before the 
new website is launched as poor data will discourage usage. (see appendix 1 for a possible 
governance model)  
 
3.4.6 It is likely that some or all of the website development will have to be outsourced. 
Tentative soundings indicate £25,000 would cover the cost of completely rebuilding the 
website from scratch, developing the website forum and ensuring all worked exactly to the 
specifications set by the communications team. 
 
3.4.7 There would also be a cost in terms of buying in programmes to increase accessibility 
to the website. A three year contract for the Browsealoud website reader which will cost 
£1,995 for one year, £3,392 for two years and £4,489 for three years. 
 
3.5 Developing a Social Media Strategy 
 
3.5.1 The growing importance of social media 
 
Members have already expressed their interest in the development of a social media 
strategy when they looked at the options for Breckland Voice late last year. 
 
3.5.2 The term social media refers to a whole plethora of digital ways of communicating 
which have sprung up in recent years. These include blogs (personal online journals), 
podcasts and social networking sites such as Twitter and Facebook (where people link to 
and communicate with each other). 
 
3.5.3The development of this phenomenon has been extremely rapid and it has left both 
communications professionals and organisations the world over racing to catch up. 
 
3.5.4 Some of the most popular social media sites are growing at an exponential rate with 
millions more users being added every month. There are now more than 300 million people 
registered on Facebook, and there are well over 50 million people on Twitter and Linkedin. 
 
3.5.5 Social media offers a new way of communicating key messages to both existing and 
new audiences. It also offers further opportunities for public consultation and for the council 
to enter into direct dialog with its customers. 
 
3.5.6 Social media also offers staff new ways of information gathering and contact building. 
 
3.5.7 More and more councils and government departments are starting to use social media 
as a way of communicating. The most up to date Socitm report found that 12% of councils 
have blogs, 14% use webcasts, 15% use podcasts and 17% offer a facility to enable easy 
social bookmarking of their web pages. An increasing number of councils are starting to use 
Twitter and Facebook as part of their communications strategy. 
 
3.6 Issues 
 
3.6.1 Currently, though conversations about Breckland Council are taking place in the social 
media sphere, the council has no social media presence. It is therefore unable to influence 



these conversations in any way and is unable to take advantage of the benefits of using 
social media. A good example is Facebook where just before Christmas a group called “Your 
Views on Breckland District Council” sprang up. The tone of people’s comments is generally 
negative towards the council and there is a significant amount of inaccurate information.  
Originally the group used the Breckland logo but later removed this after being requested to 
do so by the comms team. Recently another group “We Hate Breckland Council” has 
emerged, however, with only 13 members and few posts this is a good example of when 
knowing when to engage with people and when not to will be important. 
 
3.6.2 Although there is an Acceptable Use policy which covers internet usage this hasn’t 
been reviewed to include guidelines on how staff should be allowed to use social media at 
work, either for personal or work based use. Like email, some forms of social media, 
especially Twitter, are fast becoming a valid way of communicating with colleagues, making 
contacts and receiving information. It is therefore only fair on staff that guidelines are put in 
place to determine what constitutes misuse. This is even more imperative if the council’s 
social media strategy is to encourage the use of social media by key staff to enhance their 
work.  
 
3.6.3 Members have already agreed to the development of an online forum which would be 
hosted on our website and allow people to start discussions about the council and the 
services it provides. For both this and other social media streams to be used a strong 
governance structure would have to be put in place. This could be modelled on the 
suggested governance structure for the websites. (see appendix A) 
 
3.6.4 Social media would have to be monitored so we are able to react to posts etc. To do 
this thoroughly we would have to use a dedicated social media monitoring service. There are 
several on the market which the comms team are currently investigating and the cost would 
be up to £7,000 per annum. 
 
3.6.5 There is also a considerable investment in terms of officer time to be made. 
 
3.7 Developing social media 
 
3.7.1 As the currently have no online presence an element of caution must be exercised. 
Before we launch a full scale assault on the internet we must have the correct policies and 
procedures in place so that our online presence does not in turn assault us with more force 
than we can cope with. 
 
3.7.2 Members have already approved in principle the idea of creating a video version of 
voice. This will enable enables greater accessibility to what is the main channel of 
communication between the council and tax payers and members will receive further details 
in a report about Voice to come before them in the near future. 
 
3.7.3 Members have also already given the go ahead for an online forum which will be 
launched on the council website. This can be used as a controlled staging platform from 
which to learn lessons before the council launches on social media sites such as Facebook 
and Twitter. It will inform the council as it develops its social media policies to deal with both 
the positive and negative comments which will inevitably be made. 
 
3.7.4 A governance model to enable the council to deal with questions and comments 
posted on online forums will have to be put in place. This can mirror that developed for 
governance of the website (Appendix A) 
 
3.7.5 A staff social media usage policy must be developed. This can be based on the current 
email use policy and could be proactive in encouraging key staff in various services areas to 
use social media as a tool to gather information and make contacts in the course of their job. 
 
3.7.6 A policy on how the council will use social media in terms of both the council as a 
whole and individuals who will be the human face of the council online, e.g. The Chief 
Executive and Leader, must be developed 
 
3.7.7Key people will need to be trained in the use of social media so that they are confident 



in its use and what can and cannot be done when acting on behalf of the council. 
 
3.8 Working statements 
 
3.8.1To ensure that throughout any future development project we remain focused on our 
objectives it is worth devising a couple of working statements for both the website and social 
media. 
 
3.8.2 Working statements for the website 
 
3.8.3 The purpose of the website is to provide information and services to residents of 
Breckland, and to market The Brecks as a place to visit and stay. It seeks to do this by 
making information timely, swift, accurate, easily accessible and pleasing to use, thereby 
reducing the number of calls and interactions to the customer contact centre and other 
council departments. 

 
3.8.4No information should be more than four clicks away from the homepage with best 
practice being two or three clicks. 
 
3.8.5 Working statements for developing a social media strategy. 
 
3.8.6 Breckland council uses social media to promote the council and proactively 
communicate with the public online. 
 
3.8.7 Information will be posted online, conversations will be entered into and the council’s 
reputation will be positively promoted and defended by both the communications team, 
acting as the voice of the council as a single entity, and individual council officers and 
members acting in the council’s interest. 
 

4 Options and recommendation 

4.1        Option 1 

4.1 The council agrees to the full scale redevelopment of the website and the 
development and implementation a social media strategy.  

4.2 The council adopts both working statement set out above. 

4.3 The social media strategy will include the development of a forum to be hosted on 
the council website, the council developing a presence on various social media sites 
and introducing blogs and other forms of social media into its communications 
strategy. It will also include the development of policies on staff usage which will 
promote the idea of key staff using social media as part of their job. 

4.4 A new governance structure is put in place to ensure the website is kept current and 
any issue arising from social media are dealt with quickly.  

4.5 The continuous maintenance of their section of the website is made part of the 
monthly governance for each department / service area. 

4.6 A budget of £25,000 is reallocated from the £150,000 which currently lies within ICT 
to redevelop of the website. 

4.7 A budget of £4,500 reallocated from the £150,000 which currently lies within ICT to 
enable the website to be Browsealoud enabled for three years. 

4.8 A budget of £7,000 is reallocated from the £150,000 which currently lies within ICT 
to enable the purchase of a year long subscription to a social media monitoring tool. 
Further years will be funded from the Communications budget.  

4.9 Option 2 

4.10 The council agrees to a full scale redevelopment of the website but chooses not to 
pursue the development of a social media strategy. 

4.11 The council adopts the working statement for the website. 

4.12 A new governance structure is put in place to ensure the website is kept current and 



any issue arising from social media are dealt with quickly.  

4.13 The continuous maintenance of their section of the website is made part of the 
monthly governance form.. 

4.14 A budget of £25,000 from a source yet to be identified is allocated to the 
redevelopment of the website. 

4.15 Plans for the creation of a forum on the council website are abandoned. 

4.16 Option 3 

4.17 The council chooses to do nothing. 

4.18 Plans for the redevelopment of the website, the development and implementation of 
a social media strategy, the creation of a forum on the council are abandoned. 

4.2 Reasons for Recommendation of Option 1 

4.2.1 The website is by far the cheapest form of interaction with customers open to the 
council and its potential should be fully exploited to maximise the benefit and cost 
savings it offers. In order to do this a new website needs to be developed which is 
more user friendly and is trusted by customers as a way of interacting with the council. 
To encourage greater usage and trust in the site a new governance structure must be 
set up to ensure it is kept up to date. This governance structure and its desired 
outcome of ensuring the website is kept up to date and not left disappointing users, 
must be backed up by incorporation into each departments; monthly governance form 
corporate targets to ensure the default system of operation is success and not failure.  
Utilising products such as Browsealound will ensure the greatest number of people 
possible are able to use the website as a first point of contact with the council. 

4.2.2 Social media is an increasingly important aspect of modern communications and a tool 
which almost all forward thinking organisations are now looking to harness. 
Conversations regarding the council and its services will inevitably go on in the social 
media sphere regardless of whether the council chooses to inhabit it or not. However, if 
the council chooses not to develop a social media strategy it will be unable to influence 
those conversations in any way and is likely to be unaware of most of them. Social 
media also provides an opportunity to interact with individuals, be they citizens, MPs, 
policy makers or others of influence, in a direct manner which no other medium allows 
for. It allows the council to deliver key messages direct to key audiences as never 
before. The likelihood is that the use of social media will only grow in the coming years 
as more people take up its use and its application expands and importance grows. If 
Breckland Council is to be proactive is harnessing the power of social media then a 
social media monitoring tool is invaluable in ensuring that its launch and continuing use 
of social media is a success. 

5. Risk and Financial Implications 

5.1 Risk  

5.1.1 The recommendations do not carry any significant risk. 

5.1.2 The introduction of social media does enable and encourage greater interaction with 
the public which could lead to negative messages about the council being placed online. 

5.1.4 That said, negative messages about the council are already being placed online and 
without a social media strategy the council is not able to respond to these where necessary. 

5.1.3 Adequate resource will be needed to ensure postings are monitored and counteracted 
where necessary and it is likely that this will take a significant amount of time for a member 
of the communications team. It is estimated that with the assistance of a social media 
monitoring tool monitoring and responding should take about an hour each day. 

5.1.3 The cost of developing a new website could be open to criticism (as was seen recently 
in the case of Norfolk Police who spent £250,000 on their new website and suffered a 
significant amount of negative media coverage as a result), however, the cost to Breckland 
Council will be nowhere near this and appropriate measures will be taken so people 



understand the positives it brings. 

5.1.4 There is also risk in terms of not re-developing the website and not developing social 
media. The contact centre, a costly form of contact, will remain under pressure and a form of 
communication which is growing in importance will not be exploited. 

5.2 Financial   

5.2.1  A provisional budget of £25,000 will be needed to develop the website plus an 
additional £4,500 for the Browsealound software to increase accessibility. 

5.2.2   Apart from officer time the development and implementation of a social media 
strategy will not incur any additional resource in itself but the monitoring of it using a 
social media monitoring tool could cost up to £7,000 annually.  

6 Legal Implications 

 None 

7. Other Implications   

a) Equalities: None 

b) Section 17, Crime & Disorder Act 1998: None 

c) Section 40, Natural Environment & Rural Communities Act 2006: None 

d) Human Resources: None 

e) Human Rights:  None 

f) Other:  [e.g. Children’s Act 2004] None 

8. Alignment to Council Priorities 

 The website and social media will be two of the key ways in which the council 
communicates to residents how it is delivering against all council priorities. 

9. Ward/Community Affected 

9.1 Affects all wards 

 
Background Papers 
None 
 
Lead Contact Officer: 
Name/Post: Dominic Chessum, Marketing and Communications Officer 
Telephone: 01362 656807 
Email: dominic.chessum@breckland.gov.uk 
 
Key Decision Status (Executive Decisions only): 
This is not a key decision 
 
Appendices attached to this report: 
Appendix A – Draft proposed governance structure. 
Appendix B – Draft timescale 


