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1 Recommendations

1.1 That Council approve the updated Improvement Plan to address
the recommendations from external reviews and the proposed
reporting mechanisms to ensure progress is managed effectively.

1.2 That delegated authority is given to the Director of Finance, in
consultation with the Cabinet Member — Finance and Resources
and Managing Director Commissioner, to identify and commit
earmarked reserves towards Improvement Plan activities, as set
out at paragraph 4.9.

2 Reasons for Recommendations

2.1 On 22 March 2022 the Secretary of State for Levelling Up,
Housing and Communities announced an intervention package
and a set of Directions to ensure the council was able to comply
with its best value duty under Part 1 of the Local Government Act
1999. These Directions were in-part influenced by the Grant
Thornton report following their Value for Money Governance
Review of December 2021.
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2.2

2.3

2.4

This report sets out the Council’s response to the Directions in the
form of a single Improvement Plan that combines the actions to
address not only the Grant Thornton Review, but also the findings
of the CIPFA Financial Management Review (January 2022) and
the LGA Corporate Peer Challenge (March 2022). Approval of this
single Improvement Plan is sought from Council to provide the
organisation with a clear direction for its improvement journey that
will enable the continued delivery of the strategic priorities in the
Corporate Plan 2021-2025. As the Improvement Plan is a
response to the statutory direction of the Secretary of State, it is
the responsibility of Council to formally approve the Plan.

The Improvement Plan includes proposed mechanisms for
governance and assurance. These mechanisms will enable senior
officers and members to manage the successful delivery of the
Improvement Plan, whilst also providing all staff, members, the
public and other stakeholders with assurance on the progress of
our improvement journey. It is recognised that the Improvement
Plan will be a living document, one that will need to evolve over
time to respond to emerging intelligence and situations. Through
the proposed governance arrangements, changes to the Plan will
be captured and approved through an agreed Change Control
process. To enable the authority to maintain the required pace of
its improvement journey, it is proposed that Cabinet be delegated
the authority to approve changes to the Improvement Plan as part
of regular reporting arrangements.

An assessment of the resources available to align to the
Improvement Plan identified a number of areas that required
investment in order to deliver sustainable improvements at the
required pace of change. This investment, both ongoing and one-
off funding, will be directed towards improving the council’s
infrastructure for improvement. At £1.768m the value of this total
investment equates to a small percentage of the council’s overall
spend and will enable the council to become more effective and
efficient in the future. Further details of the investment required is
set out in paragraph 4.9.



3 How does this deliver objectives of the Corporate Plan?

Sandwell Council’s Improvement Plan focuses on the
governance arrangements of the Council and areas of
improvement across the organisation. The underpinning
objective of the Improvement Plan is to ensure that the
Council is able to deliver on the aims and priorities as set out
in the Corporate Plan. The deliverables set out in this
Improvement Plan will achieve long-term sustainable
improvements in how the Council operates and is able to
make effective decisions focused on improving outcomes for
residents and experiences of service users. Therefore, this
impacts on the Council’s ability to deliver all the objectives in
the Corporate Plan.

4 Context and Key Issues
4.1 Background

4.1.1 For a number of years, the council has experienced ongoing
governance issues that have hindered the organisation from both
moving forward and seizing opportunities, despite the desire and
ambition to do so.

4.1.2 As well as successfully responding to the COVID-19 pandemic to
support our residents and businesses, the council has continued to
deliver high quality services over the period leading up to the Grant
Thornton Value for Money Governance Review and beyond.
Significant progress has been made on delivery the strategic
priorities set out in the Corporate Plan, as reported to Cabinet on
23 March 2022.

4.1.3 Since May 2021, a number of key changes have moved the
council forward on its improvement journey including the refresh of
the strategic framework in the light of the pandemic, the
appointment of an interim Chief Executive in August 2021, and a
new Leader in November 2021. The new permanent leadership
team structure is now resulting in tangible strides forward and
greater stability which was recognised in all of the external
reviews.



4.2 Value for Money Governance Review

4.2.1 The council’s external auditors Grant Thornton conducted a Value
for Money Review into the council’'s governance arrangements
over the period August to October 2021 and reported their findings
to Full Council in January 2022. The report is attached at Appendix
1.

4.2.2 Grant Thornton recognised that over the preceding few months,
the council has made progress towards resolving matters and
improving the governance arrangements in place, and it is
important that these changes are embedded.

4.2.3 Grant Thornton identified three statutory and five key
recommendations that relate to the overarching governance of the
organisation. A further 37 improvement recommendations were
identified which related to the individual key lines of enquiry of the
review.

4.2.4 In response to the Grant Thornton review Council approved an
Improvement Plan in January 2022 to address all 45
recommendations in the report as well as reporting mechanisms to
ensure progress is managed effectively.

4.2.5 The first quarterly progress report of the Governance Improvement
Plan was made to Cabinet on 13 April 2022. This report
demonstrated that the council had taken action to address the
urgent issues highlighted in the Grant Thornton review, and were
establishing the mechanisms to secure longer-term improvement.

4.2.6 Since the publication of the Improvement Plan to address the
recommendations of the Grant Thornton Value for Money
Governance Review, the council has also received the findings of
the CIPFA Financial Management Review (January 2022) and
LGA Corporate Peer Challenge (March 2022).

4.3 CIPFA Financial Management Review

4.3.1 CIPFA were commissioned by the council to undertake a review of
the financial management and governance arrangements using
the Financial Management Model. The intention of the review was
to contribute to the development of the council’s financial
management operation and arrangements. It assessed the



council’s financial management capability, its internal processes,
and operations. It also examined how the council plans its future
financial management.

4.3.2 The report from CIPFA (Appendix 2) set out that the council at

present is financially stable and in recent years has been able to
contribute towards reserves through achieving a balanced budget
or an underspend, but that the authority has previously lacked
ambition and innovation and has a very traditional approach to
financial management.

4.3.3 The scoring process generated an overall star rating between one

4.4

and five, five being the highest. Sandwell achieved an overall
rating of two stars and is considered to be a progressive two-star
authority with an encouraging direction of travel. CIPFA made 14
recommendations which have been incorporated into the formation
of the single Improvement Plan.

LGA Corporate Peer Challenge

4.4.1 The council invited the LGA to conduct a Corporate Peer

Challenge in late January/early February, focused around five
areas which are recognised as critical to councils’ performance
and improvement:

Local priorities and outcomes
Organisational and place leadership
Governance and culture

Financial planning and management; and
Capacity for improvement

4.4.2 The Peer Challenge Team also took an in-depth look at children’s

services and the place agenda.

4.4.3 The review found that there is much to be excited about in

Sandwell. It recognised that our local operational relationships are
well developed, and that these have been reinforced and
strengthened during our response to the pandemic. The review
also emphasised the positive changes that had already been
achieved.



4.4.4 The Peer Challenge report (Appendix 3) included nine
recommendations, and a raised a series of improvement points for
longer term consideration. As with the recommendations of the
other reviews, these have been incorporated into the development
of the Improvement Plan.

4.5 Government Intervention

4.5.1 On 22 March 2022 the Secretary of State for Levelling Up, Housing
and Communities announced an intervention package and a set of
Directions to ensure the council was able to comply with its best
value duty under Part 1 of the Local Government Act 1999. The
Directions and an explanatory memorandum are at Appendix 4
and 5 respectively.

4.5.2 The intervention package included the requirement for the
development and implementation of an Improvement Plan within
the first three months following the Directions notice and the
appointment of two Commissioners:

e A Managing Director Commissioner, whose responsibilities
include, but are not limited to, giving direction and leadership
to the delivery of the improvements which the council is
required to make; and

e an Assistant Commissioner whose responsibilities include,
but are not limited to, overseeing the cultural change
necessary at the council.

4.5.3 The Commissioners have powers to make sure that the council
“has made sufficient improvement within the next two years to be
able to comply with its best value duty on a sustainable basis”. The
Commissioners will be providing six-monthly reports to the
Secretary of State on the progress that council is making.

4.5.4 The government’s intervention package requires the preparation
and agreement of an Improvement Plan that will:

e deliver rapid and sustainable improvements in governance,
leadership and culture in the council;

e secure improvement in relation to the proper functioning of
the scrutiny and associated audit functions; and

e secure continuous improvement in all services.



4.5.5 The Statutory Directions set out that the council may draw upon
improvement plans that have been prepared before the date of
intervention.

4.5.6 There are several factors that will inform any decision by the
Secretary of State to end the period of government intervention at
Sandwell Council, and this decision will be based on reports
received from the Commissioners. Some of these factors include:

e That the council can demonstrate sustainable improvements
in governance and scrutiny of decision making;

e That a permanent Chief Executive has been successfully
appointed; and

e The Council has reached a decision on whether to implement
a four-yearly election cycle.

4.5.7 Actions to address these areas are incorporated within the
Improvement Plan.

4.6 Development of the Improvement Plan
4.6.1 The Improvement Plan attached at Appendix 6 has been built on:

e the recommendations from all three external reviews set out
in paragraphs 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4;

¢ the actions already identified within the Governance
Improvement Plan approved by Council in January 2022;
and

e the specific requirements set out in the statutory Directions to
form a single Improvement Plan.

4.6.2 A single Improvement Plan will avoid duplication of monitoring and
provide the organisation with a clear direction on our improvement
journey.

4.6.3 Following a review of all the recommendations from the external
reviews, key themes has been identified that set the focus for the
council’s improvement journey:

e Organisational Culture
e Corporate Oversight
e Strategic Direction



e Decision Making
e Procurement and Commercial
e Partnerships and Relationships

4.6.4 Each theme has a clear set of objectives, milestones, deliverables,
and measures of success which will be used to track our progress
against expected timescales and achievements.

4.6.5 Supporting each theme is a detailed delivery plan setting out
activity to achieve the deliverables, responsible officer and
timescales. The delivery plan also sets out how specific actions
address recommendations in the various external reviews, thereby
enabling direct reporting for different audiences as required.

4.6.6 In recognition that there are elements of activity that require more
design before confirming our approach, that there will be other
issues arising that will feed into the Improvement Plan, and the
need for more detailed engagement, a phased approach has been
taken to developing the Improvement Plan:

e The Phase One Improvement Plan - captures the known
actions and deliverables to date and provides a foundation
for the council’'s improvement. This is the Improvement Plan
that is submitted to Council for approval with this report.

e The Phase Two Improvement Plan — will build on the Phase
One Plan and identify additional areas for improvement that
arise. It will be informed by engagement with staff and
members and include detailed deliverables and milestones
to embed the desired organisational culture. The approach
and timescales for this workstream is set out in the following
section.

4.7 Communications and Engagement Approach

4.7.1 In developing the Improvement Plan, engagement has taken place
with staff groups, members, partners and Sandwell’s MPs.



4.7.2 Feedback has included:

e Agreement with the phased approach to development

e That the themes and work streams are focused in the right
areas

e The need for a focus on customer experience as an aim of
the organisational culture theme

e That staff wish to be involved in shaping the proposals
within the organisational culture theme

4.7.3 To develop the Phase Two Improvement Plan, a series of
engagement sessions for members and staff will be held. The
main strand of engagement will focus on the organisational change
programme through wide-ranging engagement to determine the
desired culture of the council. A blended approach of face to face
and virtual methods will be used.

4.7.4 This work will commence in late May with events for staff and
members, before commencing the two-part Engagement
Programme. The first part will be to ‘start the conversation’ over
June and July, followed by more in-depth work to ‘develop the
desired organisational culture’ between August and December
2022.

4.8 Governance and Assurance Mechanisms

4.8.1 Effective programme management arrangements, robust
monitoring processes, and clear roles and responsibilities will be
key to Sandwell’'s successful delivery of this Improvement Plan
and achievement of sustainable change.

4.8.2 A Programme Management Office has been established to
manage the delivery of the programme on a day to day basis. The
team will draw on the key skills and expertise available across the
organisation as necessary, such as communications, employee
engagement, risk management, democratic services and financial
management.



4.8.3 Progress will be monitored monthly by Leadership Team through
considering progress of the actions and milestones within the
delivery plan, and management of risks, issues, and
dependencies. A focus on embedding sustainable improvement
will be maintained through the ongoing capture of evidence of
success.

4.8.4 Members will have oversight of progress through formal reporting
to Cabinet quarterly. This will continue until all actions within the
plan have been completed and government intervention has been
lifted.

4.8.5 Existing member-led committees, such as the Governance &
Constitution Review Committee, Audit & Risk Assurance
Committee and Scrutiny Committees, will be used for decision
making and maintaining oversight of the actions and
implementation of the Improvement Plan.

4.8.6 It is intended to establish a simple matrix mechanism across
Directors and Cabinet Members that will set out accountability and
ability for peer challenge. Due to the timing of the development of
this Improvement Plan coinciding with local elections and changes
to Cabinet, these arrangements will be agreed at the earliest
opportunity following the approval of this Plan.

4.8.7 The Improvement Plan is intended to be a live document updated
to take account of progress and relevant changes. These changes
will be tracked through the programme management mechanisms
and may include the addition of new workstreams or objectives, or
the amendment of timescales for delivery of actions. Cabinet will
retain oversight of these changes through the regular formal
reporting of progress.

4.8.8 External assurance will also play a part in our improvement
journey. Grant Thornton, CIPFA and the LGA will be invited back
in Autumn 2022 to monitor our progress in addressing the
recommendations in their reviews. Any recommendations from
these checkpoint reviews will also offer a steer for the next phase
in our improvement journey.



4.9 Resource Allocation

4.9.1 In the development of the Improvement Plan, a review of the
resources available to deliver the Plan has been carried out.

4.9.2 In the majority of areas existing resources will be reallocated or
reshaped to deliver the actions in the Plan. However, the
resourcing review identified gaps in areas that will provide the
capacity for the organisation to focus on improving performance
and deliver transformation of services now and in the future.

4.9.3 As part of the budget setting process for 2022/23, a review and
restructure of the Council’s earmarked reserves was undertaken
and a £1m Improvement and Capacity Fund was created. A further
£240k will be reallocated from the Invest to Save reserve to
increase the Improvement & Capacity Fund. This reserve will be
used to fund some of the key improvement activities, including
establishing adequate Performance and Project Management
resources, recruiting an interim Transformation Assistant Director
and implementing an Organisational Culture Change programme.
These areas were specifically identified as recommendations in
the Grant Thornton Value for Money Governance Review and LGA
Corporate Peer Challenge.

4.9.4 In addition, new earmarked reserves will be created from the
2021/22 underspend position which will be used to fund the Legal
and Governance review and bringing forward the Council’s
Regeneration Pipeline. In total, funding of approximately £1.768m
has been identified to progress improvement plan actions. Further
information is shown at Appendix 7.

4.9.5 By investing in the organisational culture change programme, we
will create the foundations for an empowered organisation that can
innovate and identify opportunities for improving service delivery.
Investment in the transformation and performance management
infrastructure across the organisation will then enable the council
to take advantage of ‘invest to save’ opportunities and
demonstrate the positive impact that these changes will make to
our residents and communities.



5.1

5.2

6

Alternative Options

The Directions issued by the Secretary of State are a statutory
requirement and the council has a legal obligation to respond
appropriately. Failure to do so would likely result in further
intervention measures. Therefore, the council must have in place
an Improvement Plan that addresses the requirements set out in
the Directions of 22 March 2022.

The alternative option open to the council is to continue with the
Governance Improvement Plan as agreed by Council on 18
January 2022. This Improvement Plan addressed the
recommendations from the Grant Thornton Value for Money
Governance Review only and did not include actions to address
the wider recommendations made by the LGA Peer Review or the
CIPFA Financial Management Review. This option would have
meant implementing separate improvement plans with duplicate
monitoring and management arrangements for all three reviews,
resulting in a lack of clear direction for the authority and corporate
oversight of improvements made. This approach would have made
it difficult for the authority to demonstrate delivery of sustained and
embedded improvements, and therefore could have resulted in
further intervention measures or sustained Government
intervention.

Implications

Resources: Resources to deliver the Improvement Plan have

been allocated from within existing commitments in
majority of cases. Where one-off funding is required to
deliver improvements, this will either been funded
from the Improvement and Capacity Fund or from
earmarked reserves created from 2021/22
underspend position. Where funding is required for
longer-term change, this will be incorporated into the
Medium-Term Financial Strategy.

There are no land or building implications of this
report.




Legal and
Governance:

On 22 March 2022, The Secretary of State for
Levelling Up, Housing and Communities issued
Directions under Section 15(5) and (6) of the Local
Government Act 1999 (the 1999 Act) in order to
ensure that the council can comply with the
requirements of Part 1 of the 1999 Act. Failure to
comply with these Directions may lead to further
intervention measures for the council.

The development and approval of this Improvement
Plan will mean that the council has achieved one of
the elements within the Directions within the specified
timescales.

The delivery of the Improvement Plan and
achievement of the desired outcomes will meet the
remainder of the Directions.

Ultimately, the changes made through the
Improvement Plan will enable the council to effectively
deliver its strategic priorities and ensure it is delivering
value for money for Sandwell.

Risk:

If the Council fails to take appropriate action to meet
the requirements set out in the government Direction,
or the Commissioners appointed by the Secretary of
State do not have sufficient confidence that
appropriate actions are being taken to implement and
sustain the required improvements, then the council
risks not having appropriate arrangements in place to
comply with its best value duty under Part 1 of the
1999 Act. This could lead to further government
intervention, increased costs and damage to
reputation.

A risk register will be maintained for the duration of
the Improvement Plan which will underpin the
council’s strategic risk relating to the council’s
Improvement Plan (59a 02/22). This will be reported
monthly to Leadership Team and quarterly to Cabinet.

Equality:

The successful delivery of this Improvement Plan will
require the development and review of many of the
council’s policies and procedures. These changes will
build in consideration of the impact on equalities
throughout the development and will include an
Equality Impact Assessment where appropriate.




Health and
Wellbeing:

The underpinning objective of the Improvement Plan
Is to ensure the council is able to achieve the strategic
priorities as set out in the Corporate Plan. These
priorities focus on improving the health and wellbeing
of our residents and tackling health inequalities in a
multi-faceted way. Therefore, any improvements to
the council’'s governance structures will strengthen the
council’s ability to deliver services that will improve
the health and wellbeing of Sandwell.

Social Value

Within the Improvement Plan, the council is
committed to developing it Social Value Policy in
conjunction with the refresh of the Procurement &
Contract Procedure Rules. Through strengthening our
asks of contractors through this Social Value Policy
and linking them to the Corporate Plan objectives, the
council will be able to maximise its social value return
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