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The following key findings were set out in detail in our Governance Review report and 

are summarised here. These findings underpin the Statutory Recommendations and 

reflect significant weaknesses in arrangements in the context of the VFM assessment.

Understandably COVID-19 has significantly impacted the leadership and organisational focus 

of all local authorities over the past eighteen months. Even taking account of this impact we 

consider that until recently the Council has failed to take an effective corporate grip on key 

issues facing the Council.

We note that it is hindered in taking a corporate grip by the lack of a clear 

performance management framework and agreed key corporate indicators, although we note 

recent progress has been made on this. This has impacted on the ability of the Leadership 

Team and Cabinet to have a single line of sight and single version of the truth. This has 

contributed to a culture of silo working, resulting in a lack of corporate ownership and 

accountability. This has, in turn, resulted in a lack of ownership and grip on key challenges and 

issues and an absence of intervention and decision making.

In failing to take ownership and seeking resolution, lessons have not been 

learned. This has resulted in a number of instances whereby the Council has repeated actions 

leading to similar outcomes. For example, the Wragge report continues to be an area of 

mistrust between members and between officers and members.

Our review has identified repeated instances where commercial decisions 

or procurement decisions have contributed to a number of key legacy challenges facing the 

Council, which have not been resolved.

These included legacy property related decisions such as those relating to 

Lion Farm, Providence Place and Sandwell Land and Property Company where there was 

either a lack of appropriate expertise and advice or failure to consider all appropriate options.

There are also more recent examples of poor procurement decisions relating 

to waste management and recycling, the Council’s enterprise and resource 

planning (ERP) system and SEND Transport. In each case the procurements have 

either been poorly specified, did not provide adequate timescales, or those responsible 

for decision making have not been fully aware of the context and detail.

These property transactions and procurement decisions have created future 

service or delivery challenges. In some cases, they have impacted negatively on 

the Council's reputation. In each instance, until recently, the decisions have not 

had effective corporate ownership to allow appropriate management or resolution.

Our review identified a number of key contracts having been impacted by either poor 

specification during procurement, a lack of clear contract management responsibility, or 

poorly defined approaches to contract management. These related to Sandwell Leisure 

Trust (SLT) , Serco, Inoapps and Sandwell Children’s Trust (SCT) and we note that the 

interim Chief Executive has recently commenced more effective engagement with these 

key suppliers and partners.

At varying times relationships between the Council and these key partners have been 

fraught with the lack of senior leadership grip significantly contributing to a deterioration of 

these relationships. A lack of clear corporate ownership has meant that issues with these 

contracts have not been resolved in a timely manner. This is particularly the case for SLT, 

Serco and Inoapps.

We also note that some key contracts such as SLT and SCT, have not previously had 

key performance indicators reviewed since the contracts were let, whilst others have not 

had appropriate focus on service quality (such as SEND Transport) or outcomes (such as 

SLT and Serco).
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The following issues were also highlighted in the Governance Review as key 

themes, and they also constitute significant weaknesses in arrangements in the 

context of the VfM assessment.

The insularity and short-term focus previously noted has meant that the Council has not 

had the necessary time and space to consider the long-term. Recent changes to the 

Council’s leadership have seen a re-emphasis on longer-term planning, with time 

invested in a refresh of the Corporate Plan, which has now been approved by full 

Council. 

However, as mentioned earlier, the lack of a corporate performance framework has 

meant that the Council has not received management information on key corporate 

indicators. We also note that the Leadership Team had not been receiving regular 

monthly budget monitoring reports and have not been effectively engaged in the budget 

setting process or medium-term financial planning. We understand that processes are 

being put in place to resolve these issues.

The scheme of delegation and the involvement of senior members in key decision 

making has resulted in a lack of empowerment of officers in decision making and the 

agility of the Council to make, where necessary, prompt decisions. An example of which 

is the delay to taking a decision in relation to the rescheduled MADE Festival, which had 

been due to take place in August 2021. We consider that this reflects the lack of trust 

between senior members and senior officers at the time.

The prevalence of interim and acting up arrangements in senior officer roles has in some 

places not seen effective back-fill arrangements put in place, resulting in capacity 

challenges for some key officers and teams such as Finance. These temporary 

arrangements have contributed to confusion over some key roles and responsibilities, 

such as those in relation to SLT and Oracle Fusion, impacting on effective contract 

management.

More generally, the lack of corporate ownership, again already discussed, has left some 

officers exposed in managing key service challenges and relationships without 

appropriate senior officer support and direction.

The Council has been through a period of significant change to its leadership, both in terms 

of senior officers and senior members. Following the local elections in May 2021 a new 

Leader was elected, who appointed a new Cabinet with effect from June 2021. Many of 

these Cabinet members had not previously held a Cabinet role, and some were fairly new 

to the role of councillor.  There was a further change to the Council Leader in late 

November 2021, as we were finalising this report.

An interim Chief Executive has been in role since August 2021 and there has been 

significant changes to chief officers over the past year, with vacancies being filled by either 

external interims, or Council officers in acting up roles. These changes were driven in large 

part by a senior management review which concluded in October 2020, although we note 

that some chief officer departures were caused by unrelated circumstances.

Other than the Chief Executive there are currently ten chief officer roles, of these four are 

recent external appointments, and two other external appointments have been made with 

these officers starting in November 2021. Three officers remain from the previous 

leadership team, two in the same role and one appointed to one of the new roles created 

by the review.

At the time of our review, two roles remained vacant: the Chief Executive and the Deputy 

Chief Executive, with the recruitment of the former recently initiated. The Council has 

decided to not recruit the Deputy Chief Executive and to review the need for this role. In 

addition there is a Director of HR, which is not a permanent role and is being held by an 

external interim.

The impact of this recent period of change has been instability and uncertainty for the 

organisation. Whilst external interims are recognised positively for the experience they 

bring from working with other councils and having a “fresh pair of eyes” on some of the 

service challenges being faced, the wider organisation considers the use of interims as 

maintaining a holding pattern before permanent chief officers join. The Council will reach 

the position of having all roles filled by a permanent officers during November 2021, other 

than the two vacancies noted above.

The changes to key senior roles have led to a loss of corporate knowledge and history 

among senior officers and senior members. The has contributed to historic issues 

resurfacing and senior members making the initial decision to progress a major project or 

initiative not being the same group of members taking further decisions during the project’s 

implementation, such as the SEND Transport procurement.
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