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1.0 Executive summary
This report provides a critical examination of the PESTLE tool along with an in-depth analysis of three of the PESTLE factors facing Ceredigion County Council.
Two recommendations have been provided with a broad cost and benefit analysis along with an outline of risks incurred if recommendations not actioned. These are the recommendations that the author believes are most important for the organisation to consider.
As the organisation being reviewed is in Wales, the author has strived to use sources that reflect the outlook within Ceredigion itself primarily, pan-Wales secondly and thirdly drawing examples from across the United Kingdom where required. 
The author has also strived to utilise contemporary resources, however where the author was unable to find more current sources the author has utilised the most suitable research.
The research has been limited by several factors including the word count and the fast-changing economic outlook.
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3.0 Introduction
There are multiple challenges facing Local Authorities and I will be outlining some of those in this report.  I begin my report with a critical examination of the ‘PESTLE’ tool as a way of analysing the managerial and business environment for the purpose of strategic planning.
Farnham (2010), states the importance of organisations analysing the external environment and more importantly, reacting to said analysis as failing to do so will lead an organisation to fail. The best HR leaders are those who look up and out according to Jacobs in PM Daily (2022) and therefore that is what all HR personnel should aim to do.
The acronym which is believed to have derived from EPTS has evolved and expanded over the years to PESTEL, to STEEPLE and more recently Peter Cheese has further developed the acronym further in his book, The world of work. Developments within Strategic Human Resource Management will no doubt develop the acronym further in the future. 
PESTLE can be utilised to support HR professionals and Higher Managers in their strategic decision making and that although it is a relatively simple tool to utilise, it is difficult to gauge the correct amount of data that is required (CIPD, 2021)
Limitations of the tool include that data collected can be irrelevant quickly and that it is a tool that needs to be constantly reviewed and update to be relevant Frue (2018). This begs the question as to whether it is the best tool for the job? 
There are other analysis tools available such as Porter’s Five Forces and SWOT. PESTLE looks at the external environment but what about the internal environment? Therefore, to get the complete view of an organisation PESTLE is best used in conjunction with another method of analysis i.e., SWOT according to Kew and Stredwick (2013, p.14) Having this holistic approach will allow businesses and HR to prepare and implement the appropriate strategies, activities, and solutions to give the business the highest change of an advantage in the marketplace according to Farnham (2010, p 33).

4.0 Evaluation of external factors
4.1 Economic
Ceredigion County Council (2020) have an economic strategy for 2020-2035 which outlines four priority areas that requires investment to boost the economy which are the people, the place, enterprise, and connectivity. For the organisation to be able to invest in and develop these areas, Ceredigion County Council needs a strong and resilient workforce and the funds to invest and realise the strategy. Kew and Stredwick (2013, p439) believe that although the external environment is now too turbulent for a comprehensive corporate plan there remains a need for a rigorous analysis of the external environment and the internal capabilities of organisations. 
The current cost of living crisis has and in continuing to affect local authorities along with other businesses and each one of us individually with warnings raised regarding the solvency of some councils in England if financial assistance is not forthcoming, Butler (2022). The Welsh Local Government Association (WLGA, 2022) do not question the solvency of Authorities in Wales but highlight that services will have to be cut across Wales due to budgetary pressures. 
There are several different economic factors and costs which contribute to the challenges facing local authorities and I will outline a few in this report.  Firstly, there are the pay awards that have been awarded to the staff. As an employer who recognises and works in partnership with Trade Unions, and is part of the National Joint Council’s pay bargaining arrangement, Ceredigion County Council (CCC) applies all agreed pay agreements including the most recent (Ceredigion County Council, 2022b) for all Corporate staff. The requirement for CCC to also provide the National Living Wage which will be increasing 9.7% from the 1st of April 2023 as announced by Gov.uk (2023).
CCC has the legal requirement to ensure that every child fulfils their educational potential, LGA, (2023). There are many ways how they do this but the most basic is having 43 schools to provide the education but CCC is also responsible for financing the schools which includes staffing costs, CCC (2023) . Non-teaching staff receive the same pay award as the corporate staff due to being on NJC Green Book terms. Most support staff roles are on the lower end of CCC’s pay scales and therefore the agreed pay increase of £1,925 on each scale point equated to a rise of over 10% for those on the lowest grade. Teaching staff receive a different pay award which is agreed centrally with Welsh Government and which this year equated to a 5% increase to the rate of pay and to all extra payments that teachers receive as confirmed by Miles (2022). CCC schools had budgeted for an increase of 2.75% in staffing costs due to pay awards for 2022-2023 which equates to a shortfall of 2.25% in funding on teacher’s costs and an eyewatering 7.75% shortfall on a percentage of school support staff according to Fowles, (2022).
Individuals, businesses, and Councils have seen the cost of energy rocket with various factors contributing mainly the war in Ukraine according to the BBC, (2022). Several CCC schools have seen their heating costs double from what was budgeted as reported by Fowles (2022). Utilising greener and more sustainable methods of energy in future may assist with the crippling costs of fossil fuels, but it will take time and investment in infrastructure to update the systems currently in place.  
Such rises have caused councils to question whether they can continue to provide some non-statutory services as reported by the BBC (2022b). In the same article, a UK government spokesperson advises that Welsh Government have received extra funds, however the funding method, the Barnett formula has been found to be wanting therefore Wales and Local Authorities in turn are underfunded (Cheung, 2020). As it stands, there have not been any cuts to current services within CCC, however HR need to prepare to assist with several change management processes in various services across the Council within the next 12 months both corporately and in Schools. Farnham (2010, p.83) notes that HR play an important part in the effectiveness of change management processes by promoting effective internal discussions.
An LGA email (2023a) draws attention to the fact that they believe that the families who are already battling to meet their financial obligations can expect things to get even more challenging for them. Ethically needs to keep employing people as worst is yet to come. This is compounded by the fact that in Ceredigion has some very deprived areas and households with circa 3,450 of school age children in the county living in poverty as reported by Lewis (2022).
The United Kingdom Government brought in increases to employer contributions for National Insurance as of 2022 but the increase was then reversed BY HMRC, (2022). The reversal does not rule out future increases therefore businesses need to be aware of its possible future reintroduction.
The extra bank holiday for the Queen’s Jubilee was an additional cost to employers in 2022 as outlined by Bacon (2022) and employers need to prepare for the extra bank holiday already announced by (UK Government, 2022) for King Charles the 3rd’s Coronation in 2023. The BBC (2012) reports that each bank holiday costs the economy £2.3 million although this figure could well be higher now given the age of the research. 
Funding for CCC from Welsh Government for 2023-2024 sees an 8.1% increase on the figure for 2022-2023 provisionally (Gov.wales, 2022). The settlement is higher than anticipated however the increase will only cover part of the shortfall in funding, leaving the Council with a projected shortfall of over £10 million according to Betteley (2023) and savings will need to be done by the Council and its Services to make ends meet. The required savings will mean some reduction in staff numbers of which HR will need to support.
Unemployment in the August to October of 2022 in the UK remains below pre-COVID numbers and is currently at 3.7% according to the ONS (2022). The average number of applicants for each requisition advertised within the Council in 2022 was 3.4 which is down on the figures for 2021 and 2022 respectively according to Morgan, (2023). There are naturally some Services that have a higher turnover of staff however there is an ongoing concern over the turnover of staff in the Social Care Sector. This reflects the national picture outlined by James (2022) and there would need to be a collaborative approach to solve this. Currently all Ceredigion can do is offer a golden handshake to entice staff to Ceredigion from other Counties and pay a Retention allowance to try and encourage them not to move to other Councils (Ceredigion County Council, 2016). Although this robbing Peter to pay Paul approach would assist individual Council’s in the short term, long term there is no benefit and nationally the picture would remain awful. Introducing a national set of terms and conditions for staff within social care, similar to what teachers have (Welsh Government, 2021) which would ensure that an employee was paid the same wage for doing the same job across all Councils. Leadership and funding on this would need to come centrally from Welsh Government, however Ceredigion and other councils need to put the proposal on the table for discussion. 

4.2 Social
The census of 2021 shows that the number of residents in Ceredigion had fallen 5.8% to 71,500 The Population growth rates which was the largest decrease in population across Wales according to the ONS (2022a). 
The census also shows that there has been a big decrease in the number of young people in Ceredigion with a drop of 25% in the number of 15–24-year-olds in Ceredigion. This has wider repercussions for numerous factors including the Welsh language, schools, and ability to attract investment to the area to name a few. The trend continues for children as there is a 10.1% decrease in the number of children in Ceredigion in 2021 compared to 2011 according to the ONS (2022a). 
[bookmark: _Hlk124578268]Ceredigion has an average housing price of £262,535 according to Her Majesty’s Land Registry (2022) and an average wage of £575.20 per week according to Stats Wales (2022) which equates to £29,910.40 gross as an average annual salary. These figures together reinforce the fact that it is exceptionally difficult for young people to get on the property ladder in Ceredigion which can be seen by utilising financial tools such as Money saving Expert (2022). The prices are only affordable to those who move into the area and often those people are older which is reflected in the ONS figures of an increase of over 65’s in the County referenced above.
The Council therefore need to support the provision of a wider stock of social housing or opportunities for young people to build homes here which is a part of the Corporate Strategy (CCC, 2022 p30). Individuals owning second homes or holiday homes in the area also has an affect on the housing stocks available for the young people of the area and the Council may want to increase the tax rate for second homes up to the 300% threshold that Welsh Government (2022) will be bringing in from April 2023. Other Councils will be implementing the legislation but at different rates (BBC, 2022a) however given the budgetary challenges facing CCC, one would imagine all extra funds would be welcome.
The census revealed a 17.2% increase in residents who were aged 65 and over ONS, (2022a). In time, a percentage of this age demographic will need social care assistance and therefore the pressures on the social care infrastructure in Ceredigion will increase further. This will put further pressure on the Council’s Social Care Provision which as mentioned is already under pressure. CCC will also need to increase the housing stocks for older people in to meet the Welsh Government’s Older People’s Expert Housing Panel report (Hastings et al., 2020 p.31-32) as outlined in the Corporate Strategy. 
Due to the rural nature of the County, homes tend to have multiple cars which reflects the UK average of 75.3% of homes having at least one vehicle according to the ONS (2019). The only rail link in Ceredigion is in the North of the County with a terminus in Aberystwyth and then a station in Bow Street and Borth respectively. There were more extensive rail links in the past, but they were closed as part of Lord Beeching’s review of the railways (BBC, 2013). Improving rail infrastructure in Ceredigion is something that would require Welsh Government and possibly UK Government support and although it is something that is highly desired, there have been no steps towards realising the dream. CCC have stated that they will be advocating the reinstatement of the line (Ceredigion County Council, 2023a)
The current cost of living crisis has an impact on the transport provision of the Council also. Fuel costs are substantially higher, and some services have already had to be reduced as they were not deemed financially viable (Ceredigion County Council, 2022a). The removal and reduction of bus services will lead to an increase in increase in the usage of cars which will not assist the Council in meeting it’s target of being carbon neutral by 2030 (Ceredigion County Council, 2022).
Cultural norms and expectations have shifted post COVID with most staff working in a hybrid manner. There was great resistance and hostility from people on social media when CCC staff were working from home and that has continued to the hybrid era Cambrian News, (2022). CCC does not have a comfortable working relationship with the media, with numerous negative stories written about CCC (Betteley, 2022) including questioning the ethics of the Council on more than one occasion regarding Chief Executive pay (Cambrian News, 2021) and the decision for Gold Command to run the Council during the pandemic (Betteley, 2022a). The challenge with Social Media is that it’s not always possible to ascertain if those commenting on decisions are residents or trolls. Negative press does effect a company’s reputation (Reaume, 2018) which will not only make it harder to recruit but it will also affect the morale of current staff. Turning the tide on the negative press requires the Council to work hand in hand with the Media to stem the haemorrhage.
The Welsh language has been mentioned numerous times and there is a legal requirement for the Welsh to be treated not less favourably than English following the introduction of the Welsh language standards. Although the census shows that the number of Welsh language speakers in the County has fallen below 50% for the first time (ONS, 2022b), the Council must provide a bilingual service. Each CCC job have a minimum Welsh language standard therefore recruiting suitable candidates for those roles in a market where less than half the population speak Welsh will present a challenge that HR and CCC will need to consider.

4.3 Environmental
Welsh Government (2022a) have set a target for the country to becoming net zero by 2050 and have a sub-target for a collective carbon neutral public sector by 2030 as reported by King et al (2022). This recommendation has been adopted by CCC and is reflected in the CCC’s Corporate Strategy (Ceredigion County Council, 2022). Given the interim hybrid working policy that has been adopted by CCC (Ceredigion County Council, 2022d), specific carbon data regarding employees’ homes are not known and although there has been an average adjustment made to WG plans to factor this in, it is not clear whether the same has been done within CCC. Even if it has, there will not be a correct reflection on the Council’s actual carbon output due to hybrid working – this will need consideration in future by CCC.
Ceredigion has numerous sustainable energy sources already in action like Rheidol Power Station (Statkraft, 2023) and the wind farms on Mynydd Bach and Cefn Croes wind farm (Power Technology, 2004). Given that the County has more areas within the County which would be suitable for sustainable sources of energy, it is likely that any plans to develop wind farms on the Cambrian mountains would be met with resistance (Cambrian Mountains Society, 2021). Given that boosting the economy is also a strategy for CCC and that tourism accounts for the employment of 12.9% of residents (Ceredigion County Council, 2020 p.5) there will need to be a balancing act between sustainable energy and tourism. 
Generation Z not only want to be consumers of responsible products and customers of responsible companies reports Paoletti (2022), they also would like to be employed by socially responsible organisations and that public sector bodies should be highlighting those joint values to prospective employees according to Cotton’s review in CIPD (2020).
The Council has a number of fleet vehicles and as outlined above the costs of fuel has increased dramatically. The Council are already looking at upgrading the fleet vehicles to be Ultra Low Emission Vehicles (ULEV) however the infrastructure needs to be in place to do so hence the aim to increase the number of charging points in Ceredigion to 16,000 by 2025 reports Jenkins (2022). The increase of ULEV in the work fleet raises questions regarding expectations and responsibilities of upkeep of the vehicles. If employees must take these work vehicles home of an evening – would there be an expectation on staff to charge electric vehicles at home? If so, would the cost of charging the vehicle fall to the Council as expenses, or would there need to be a grant or such in the first place which would assist private homes in Ceredigion to have a charging point? Given the challenging terrain of swathes of the County and the rural nature there would need to be an excellent infrastructure to support ULEV. Given that the UK Government plans (Gov.uk, 2020) to stop the sale of petrol and diesel cars by 2030, it is imperative that HR and Corporate policies are planned and put in to action asap. 
COVID has had long-lasting effects on our communities and one of those is on education. Pre-COVID there was already a gap in attainment between pupils from advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds, but this has widened during the pandemic as reported by Lewis (2022). The Council will need to ensure that those pupils receive the support that they need to reach their potential and HR will need to support that by recruiting the staff to meet those needs. Although the question remains where the money will come from for these staff?
COVID has also meant that there has been a shift to hybrid working. Considering this, does the Council need all the buildings that used of be officer in the future? Would they perhaps not be put to better use by changing their use if not required i.e., to homes to assist with the 1,700 people currently on the social housing list. The Council is currently running a consultation on this topic (Ceredigion County Council, 2023b) and it will be interesting how the answer collected, and decisions made can assist with the challenges that they face. Post-pandemic, institutions no longer legally have to consider COVID in their risk assessments (unless they explicitly work with COVID-19) Gov.uk, (2022) however would it not be socially and environmentally responsible for an employer to do so?
There are individuals who question climate change however there has been a change in weather trends and patterns. Rising sea levels means that CCC has put aside money to bolster flood defences in Aberystwyth and Aberaeron. In the next 50 years, there are many areas of Ceredigion that may be flooded if current trends continue and there is no change to flood defences (Cyfoeth Naturiol Cymru, 2020). It is important to consider the views of residents, those who the Council serve on topics that affect them such as flooding (Ceredigion County Council, 2023c). Flooding in turn has a knock-on effect on other things such as Planning and the ability to safely develop land for habitation. 
A change in the ‘normal’ weather patterns also brings about freak occurrences which require the Council’s response and support although they may not be responsible for such occurrences. The recent cold snap in December that left thousands of homes without water supplies in Ceredigion as reported by the BBC (2022c)  which not only affected some of the Council’s service provisions by having to close Schools and Sports Centres but there was also a requirement to support the relief effort which diverted resources away from their usual roles and therefore a reduction in service provision in other areas (Ceredigion  County Council, 2022c). 

5.0 Conclusions
Local Authorities are facing a seemingly impossible task of continuing to provide a high level of public services in the face of high costs, challenges in recruiting, social care crisis and a climate crisis among other things. 
There is recognition and awareness of many of the challenges listed above in the Strategies that CCC have, however those penned pre-recession and cost of living crisis may need revision as a matter of urgency as funds in the public purse is massively reduced as has been outlined above.
Given the £10million pounds deficit in CCC’s budget for 2023-2024, and efficiency savings necessary, the author cannot see that there will be a way to escape some Services and Schools having to make some redundancies to meet those requirements. 

6.0 Recommendations
The first recommendation is for CCC to commit to reviewing the current position of the organisation as soon as possible. The author encourages the review to include external and review, as the budgetary outlook for the Local Authority sector is bleak, organisations must make sure that they are still able to provide a service first and foremost after actioning any efficiencies, and secondly there must be an understanding of what policies may have to be changed due to proposed efficiency savings. The cost of this will include the time of all Corporate Lead Officers working collaboratively to scope the shortfalls in service that any cuts would lead to. The investment in time will outweigh the risks on this recommendation as failure to be aware of the organisation’s place in the market could lead to collapse. Managers must anticipate and respond to the effects that changes have on their organisations if the latter is to remain viable (Martin et al, 2005).
The second recommendation is to explore the development of partnerships working with other local authorities. In times of austerity and possible cuts, it would be beneficial for neighbouring Councils to pool resources. Successful partnership working would allow exploration of continuation of service delivery although at a reduced capacity. This would ensure that Ceredigion and any partner is effectively using the public funds that it has as is required (Martin et al, 2005). Costs incurred would be the Chief Officers who would meet to discuss the feasibility of any proposals, but the possible savings would out-weigh the costs in the long run.
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