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1. Context 

1.1 In Autumn 2022, Grant Thornton, the LGA and CIPFA conducted follow 
up reviews. This paper sets out the context for each review and the key 
findings. 

2. Grant Thornton Governance Review – Background and Scope 

2.1 Grant Thornton’s Value for Money Governance Review was conducted 
in the Autumn of 2021. The scope of the review covered seventeen key 
lines of enquiry, split into two categories: 

• Services and Management; and 

• Meetings, Complaints and Relationships. 

 
2.2 In their original report, Grant Thornton made a series of 45 

recommendations, made up of:  

• 3 Statutory Recommendations 

• 5 Key Recommendations 

• 37 Improvement Recommendations 
 

2.3 These recommendations, along with those from the LGA Corporate Peer 
Challenge and CIPFA’s Financial Management Review, were 
incorporated into the council’s single overarching Improvement Plan. 
 

2.4 At the time of publishing the original report in late November 2021, Grant 
Thornton had not completed their investigation into the line of enquiry 
relating to the ‘Governance and Legal Support to Director of Public 
Health’. This line of enquiry was concluded in Autumn 2022, and Grant 

 



 

Thornton have reissued their full report to include their findings, 
conclusions and recommendations for the council.  
 

2.5 Grant Thornton have conducted a follow-up review in Autumn 2022 to 
understand how the council has improved its governance arrangements 
that were the focus of their 2021 review. Particular focus was on 
progress made against the recommendations that had been 
incorporated into the council’s Improvement Plan. Grant Thornton also 
considered how the council uses community engagement to inform its 
strategic planning and decision-making processes. The follow-up review 
did not include that key line of enquiry referred to in paragraph 2.4 as it 
had not concluded at the time.  
 

2.6 Governance Review - Key Findings and recommendations 
 

2.7 In the reissued full report (Appendix 1), Grant Thornton set out their 
findings, conclusions and recommendations with regards to the 
‘governance and legal support to the Director of Public Health’. These 
have not made an impact on the overarching findings of the original 
report or on the statutory recommendations made to the council in 
December 2021. Grant Thornton have made four additional 
improvement recommendations to the council in response to their 
findings on this matter.   
 

2.8 The follow-up review (Appendix 2) found that the council had continued 
to build on the initial improvements recognised by Grant Thornton in their 
original report, and has made significant progress on a number of their 
recommendations: 
 

• Statutory Recommendation 1 - It is imperative that senior officers 
and senior members take effective corporate grip of long-standing 
service issues highlighted by the findings in this report (including 
SLT, SCT, the waste service, the ERP system, and Lion Farm) and 
prioritise corporate effort in managing the issues identified and 
embed the solutions into the Council.: 

o The Council has greater corporate grip over improvement, 
performance and decision making 

o Cabinet is demonstrating a commitment to making tough decisions 
o Skills and capacity gaps in relation to key priorities have been 

recognised and steps taken to manage them 
o Evidence of greater senior officer involvement in key service 

challenges 



 

 

• Statutory Recommendation 2 - The Council must ensure that the 
learning in relation to commercial decisions, procurement and 
contract management highlighted in this report are understood 
through the organisation.: 

o Clear evidence that the council is making better procurement and 
commercial decisions 

o Significant progress made on the ERP systems replacement  
o Review of key elements of the Constitution completed 
o Evidence of improved corporate ownership and working 

relationships between the council and key partners, along with 
focus on service quality and improved outcomes. 
 

• Statutory Recommendation 3 - Senior leadership, both officers and 
members, must demonstrate that they can continue to work 
together effectively, that they operate in line with the Council’s 
values, codes, policies and procedures, and that there is zero 
tolerance to inappropriate behaviours. This includes changing the 
organisational culture in relation to complaints so that they restore 
balance and proportionality: 

o Greater stability at political and senior officer level, with positive 
working relationships between Cabinet and Leadership Team 

o Mature engagement between Leader, Cabinet, Committees and 
senior officers leading to good planning and work programming 
across committees, and commitment to the council’s improvement 
journey 

o Evidence of improved focus and engagement with regional and 
national bodies 

 

2.9 Grant Thornton recognise that challenges remain for the council on its 
improvement journey, and that building on the foundations laid over the 
last 12 months will be vital. The refresh of the Improvement Plan to 
incorporate the findings of this review and the results of the 
organisational culture values and behaviours work will be key to 
ensuring sustainable improvement. 
 

2.10 A further four Key Recommendations have been identified from the 
Follow-up Review. Along with the new Improvement Recommendations 
from the reissued original report, these will be incorporated into the 
refresh of the Improvement Plan and will provide further direction for the 
next stage of the council’s improvement journey. 

 



 

3. LGA Corporate Peer Challenge – Background and Scope 
 

3.1 The LGA’s Corporate Peer Challenge was conducted in late 
January/early February 2022 and 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 
 

3.2 The Peer Challenge Team also took an in-depth look at children’s 
services and the place agenda. 

 
3.3 The Peer Challenge report 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. 
 

3.4 The LGA conducted a follow-up review in October 2022 with particular 
focus on the progress against their recommendations. 
 

3.5 LGA Corporate Peer Challenge – Key Findings  
 
3.6 The feedback report from the LGA, recognises the significant progress 

that has been made in a number of key areas to the good governance 
and management of the council. The LGA also stressed that the council 
is on a journey that will take time and there is still a long way to go to 
embed the improvements required.  

 
3.7 The LGA have not made any new recommendations, but have raised a 

series of improvement actions which will be incorporated into the refresh 
of the Improvement Plan. 

 
3.8 The main points raised by the LGA are aligned to the Improvement Plan 

themes and are summarised below: 
 
3.9 Key points raised by the LGA in relation to Corporate Oversight and 

Strategic Direction were that: 

• Much greater stability can now be seen both politically and 

managerially 



 

• Cabinet and Leadership Team are working increasingly well together 

• Praise for the Leaders’ and Chief Executives’ styles and approaches 

• Staff feel much better communicated with from the corporate level 

• There is an absence of a whole organisation view of the scale of the 

financial challenge facing the council 

• External partners are seeing the council now being much better 

engaged  

• Cabinet is building a track record of taking difficult decisions and are 

showing a commitment and willingness to face the further tough 

decisions 

• The injection of additional capacity in key areas has helped to drive 

improvement 

• There needs to be a stocktake around the level of available resource, 

pace and capacity going forward. 

 

3.10 Key points raised by the LGA in relation to Governance and Decision-

Making were that: 

• An inclusive process has taken place to develop the changes to the 

Constitution 

• One of the most noticeable changes in recent months is a much-

improved set of relationships between officers and elected Members. 

• There is an emerging risk around the organisational responsiveness 

to the customer and to casework issues brought forward by Elected 

Members 

• Members have valued the training offered through the Member 

Development Programme 

• Scrutiny is going from strength to strength 

• Mature engagement between the Leader, Cabinet, Committee Chairs 

and officers is providing for good planning and work programming 

across the different committees 

• There is a sense of a ‘maturing politics’ within the council 

 

3.11 Key points raised by the LGA in relation to Customer Journey and 

Organisational Culture were that: 

• There is a long way to go in the work on the customer journey and 

organisational culture 

• The customer journey, Equalities Diversity and Inclusion, and 

organisational culture are major pieces of inter-related work that are 



 

fundamental to future success. They require a clear plan and sense of 

deliverability. 

 

4. CIPFA Review – Background and Scope 

 

4.1 CIPFA were commissioned by the council to undertake a review of the 

financial management and governance arrangements using the 

Financial Management Model 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. 

 

4.2 The report from CIPFA received in January 2022 set out that the council 

was 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 The scoring process generated an overall star rating between one and 

five, five being the highest. Sandwell achieved an overall rating of two 

stars and was considered to be a progressive two-star authority with an 

encouraging direction of travel. CIPFA made 14 recommendations which 

were incorporated into the single Improvement Plan. 

 

4.4 CIPFA completed a Financial Management Model Re-assessment 

Review in December 2022. The report is included at Appendix 4. 

 

4.5 CIPFA Financial Management Model Re-assessment Review – Key 

findings 

 

4.6 The CIPFA Financial Management Model Re-assessment Report sets 

out that Sandwell has improved from a progressive 2* rating to a 3* 

rating.  

 

4.7 Findings are arranged within the report according to CIPFA’s model topic 

headings: Leadership, People, Processes and Stakeholders.  All of 

these topic headings received increased individual scores.  

 



 

4.8 Key points raised were that: 

 

• Positive progress was evident and represents a step change in under a 

year, which is to be commended 

• Finance is seen as a key function and priority and there is a positive 

commitment to the finance improvement programme 

• The Director of Finance is well-respected 

• The MTFS is now much stronger 

• The budgetary process has improved 

• The emphasis on business partnering has been broadly welcomed 

• There is a coherent agenda and programme of financial reform  

• There is clearer evidence of strategic and operational awareness 

 

4.9 CIPFA raised a series of areas for the council to continue to focus on. 

These will be incorporated into a subsequent refresh of the Improvement 

Plan. 


