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1. Introduction and purpose 

The City of Wolverhampton Council received an LGA Finance Peer Review in June 2016. 
Feedback from the Peer Review concluded the Council had made major progress in its 
aim to achieve financial stability. There was evidence of strong leadership, prudent 
financial management and innovation. It also suggested that while the Council had cause 
to be confident about its ability to respond to on-going financial challenges, there was no 
scope for complacency. The commitment, focus and momentum established at that point 
needed to be maintained, and the financial strategy refined, to enable and support the 
delivery of the ambitions of the City. 

The purpose of the follow up visit on 21st September 2017 was to help the Council take 
stock of progress made against the areas of improvement identified in June 2016. This 
report provides a written summary of the key observations made by the peer team during 
their visit to Wolverhampton. 

Peer review and challenge 

Peer reviews and challenges are improvement-focussed and tailored to meet individual 
councils’ needs. They are designed to complement and add value to a council’s own 
performance and improvement focus. The peer team used their experience and 
knowledge of local government to reflect on the information presented to them by 
people they met, things they saw and material that they read. The process is not 
designed to provide a technical assessment or due diligence on financial matters. 
Neither is it intended to provide prescriptive recommendations. The peer review process 
intends to provide feedback, observations and insights from experienced practitioners 
that will help validate, reality check and further develop the Council’s current plans, 
proposals and evolving thinking about the future. 

Scope and focus 

The peer team were asked to consider the progress made since June 2016 and provide 
observations about whether the Council is still on track to deliver its financial strategy. In 
doing so peers considered the areas for improvement identified by the original peer 
review and the key recommendations made at that time: 

1. Review and refresh the strategic narrative for addressing the projected budget 
deficit so there is further clarity on aspirations, ethos and work streams. 

2. Revisit and review some of the assumptions and approaches in the financial 
strategy so that they better reflect and support the future ambitions of the Council. 

3. Review the Medium Term Financial Strategy risk on the Strategic Risk Register. 

4. Continue the work on developing the alignment, linkage and interdependency of 
the financial strategy and information with other plans and processes 

5. Make the approach to capital programming more robust. 

6. Further consider the balance, emphasis and pace between the different 
components of the financial strategy going forward. 
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Peer team 

Peer reviews/challenges are delivered by experienced elected member and officer 
peers. The make-up of the peer team reflected the Council’s requirements and the focus 
of the peer challenge. Peers were selected on the basis of their relevant experience and 
expertise and agreed with the Council. The peers who undertook the follow up visit to the 
City of Wolverhampton Council were: 

• Alan Gay – LGA Associate and former Deputy Chief Executive, Leeds City Council 

• Cllr Abdul Jabbar (Lab) – Deputy Leader & Finance Portfolio Holder, Oldham Council 

• Dave Jennings – Financial Services Manager, Redcar & Cleveland Council 

• Paul Clarke – Programme Manager, Local Government Association (LGA) 

Three of the team had been involved in the original peer review in June 2016. The team 
spent one day onsite at Wolverhampton on 21st September during which they spoke to 
more than 20 stakeholders including senior managers, councillors and budget holders. 
Peers prepared for their visit by reviewing a range of documents and information in order 
to ensure they were familiar with the Council, the challenges it is facing and the recent 
progress and developments made. 

2. Key findings and observations 

The strengths and positive attributes that were observed by the peer team in 2016 are 
still very much evident. Regular communications have ensured there remains a good 
awareness and grip on the immediate financial challenge. The Council delivered a 
balanced budget in 2016/17 with a small underspend. There is confidence without 
complacency about the organisation’s ability to continue to meet the challenge over the 
medium term. The corporate finance team and function is still valued and respected by 
councillors and managers. There is obviously good collaboration and liaison between 
service budget managers and the finance function. This is continuing to ensure that the 
finance challenge remains everyone’s business. The responsibility to identify and deliver 
further savings, efficiencies and income generation is shared, and service managers are 
empowered to develop proposals. 

Despite the financial challenge the Council remains impressively ambitious. There is a 
clear, compelling vision for the City, particularly in terms of physical regeneration, which 
the Council is making some notable progress on. The longer term strategic aim is still 
predicated on enabling economic growth and employment opportunities which, coupled 
with improvements in educational attainment and skills, will over time have the potential to 
reduce the budget deficit over the longer term by lessening demand on Council services 
and resources. The planned investment in the city is impressive and shows the Council is 
still very much committed to this. The Peer Review in 2016 suggested there was scope to 
better link the overall vision with the shorter term budget strategy, and the Council has 
looked to do this. There may still be work to do so there are compelling funding plans for 
the investment needed. 

The Council clearly values the insights and observations from external challenge. It 
regularly invites peer review and uses it to inform improvement. There has been clear 
progress against many of the recommendations made by the peer team in 2016. One 
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recommendation was for the Council to review the assumptions in the Medium Term 
Financial Strategy and consider whether the modelling could be more ambitious and 
optimistic. The Council has done this, and forecasts for interest rates and business rates 
income have been amended. 

Another key recommendation was to make the approach to the programming of capital 
expenditure more robust. In response, the Council has recently introduced the Project 
Assurance Group (PAG). Chaired by the Deputy Managing Director (and Strategic Director 
of Place) this group looks to be provide the basis for early reality checking of proposed 
projects, and ensuring interdependencies with other projects are considered. It is early 
days, but there is a confidence from those involved that the Group will add rigour and 
discipline, and help ensure there is a more realistic capital programme with reliable 
budgeting and a good handle on its impact and outcomes from the investment. The further 
development and improvement of monitoring information that is now available through 
Agresso, Verto and Qlik will undoubtedly help too. 

There is some evidence that not all of the budget savings planned for this financial year 
(2017/18) will be achieved. The budget monitoring report for the first quarter of the financial 
year suggests projected overspend on the revenue budget. The proposals for the waste 
service are not progressing as planned, and there are additional in-year pressures such as 
demands on children’s and adult social care. All of this serves as a reminder that the task 
of identifying and delivering savings is getting even more challenging over the next couple 
of years. The process for identifying the means by which to address the 2018/19 and 
2019/20 budget deficit is underway, but looks to be at a relatively early stage. The Council 
knows there is a need to move at pace with this. 

Many of the recent and current proposals appear to be one-off savings (e.g. £7.5m of 
savings in 18/19 such as early payment of pensions deficit, treasury management 
savings, use of highways reserve, and provisions for facilities management increased 
costs that will no longer be incurred) rather than recurring savings that will reduce the 
base budget. These help ‘buy time’ and address the immediate challenge of balancing 
the budget year on year. However, there is a risk that they mask the fundamental need to 
reduce the base budget of the organisation – ultimately there is still a £15m budget gap 
going forward. This, to an extent, is the position the Council was in at the time of the Peer 
Review in 2016 – i.e. that it is continuing to meet the financial challenge but still needs to 
make further headway in reducing its base budget (albeit it has made progress on that). 
The Council are aware that challenge has in some ways merely been deferred and still 
needs addressing as a priority by members and officers. The leadership are not 
complacent or shying away from the challenge and are confident of addressing it. 

The Council is continuing to consider the balance and emphasis between the different 
facets of its financial strategy. As well as the growth agenda, it is progressing work on 
proposals that will increase income, reduce demand or achieve further operational 
efficiencies. It has worked with Grant Thornton to look at potential for income generation, 
and completed a project with iMPOWER looking at demand management. The digital 
transformation programme continues to reduce transactional costs and make back office 
savings. Much of this is new and untried, or based on a longer term (rather than 
immediate) return on investment, so requires a leap of faith. The Council is confident that 
is has the strong analysis and forecasting needed to provide it with the confidence 
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and rationale to do this. 

The overall strategy and intent makes sense. The challenge is to ensure that there are 
realistic expectations about the pace at which savings or income can be achieved. As well 
as the strong analysis and forecasting, this will need strong political and managerial 
leadership to drive it through and remain focussed if some things don’t initially come to 
fruition and be proactive and decisive if an alternative course is needed. The evidence 
from the last couple of peer challenges suggests that all these behaviours and skills exist 
at the City of Wolverhampton. 

3. Next steps 

We appreciate the Council will want to reflect on these findings and suggestions with the 
senior managerial and political leadership in order to determine how the organisation 
wishes to take things forward. 

As part of the peer review/challenge process, there is an offer of further activity to support 
this. The Local Government Association (LGA) is well placed to provide additional support, 
advice and guidance on a number of the areas for development and improvement and we 
would be happy to discuss this. Helen Murray, Principal Adviser is the main contact 
between your authority and the LGA. Her contact details are: Tel. 07884 312235 and 
Email. helen.murray@local.gov.uk. 

In the meantime we are keen to continue the relationship we have formed with the Council 
throughout the peer challenge. We will endeavour to provide additional information and 
signposting about the issues we have raised in this report to help inform ongoing 
consideration. 
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