
2nd Improvement and Assurance Board Report 

 
Introduction 
The first quarterly report of the Board in January 2021 provided an initial assessment 

of Nottingham City Council’s response to the Caller report. In that analysis the Board 

was able to recognise that the Council had acknowledged its shortcomings as well 

as, illustrating, through its three-year Recovery Plan, how it sought to address these 

failings. However, the Board expressed a number of concerns about the practicability 

of many of these improvement measures, given that there remained uncertainty 

about the capacity to deliver such a fundamental change. 

 

This second report seeks to demonstrate how the Council has responded to the 

sixteen points of concern set out in the January report. However, in addition, the 

Board report accommodates what now seem to be the continuing challenges facing 

the authority as it pursues transformational change, whilst delivering key essential 

services through a period of major transition. The Board is also very aware of the 

impact Covid 19 has had, and is having, on the Council’s planning, resourcing and 

service delivery whilst seeking to effect fundamental change. Improvement must 

match the Best Value criteria, together with putting in place sustainable finance, 

sound governance and quality services delivered by a skilled and competent 

workforce. These principles are examined in this report through the following 

principal challenges to the Council that the Board has presented: 

 

Strategy 

Culture 

Governance 

Finance 

Commercial 

Service Delivery 

Communication 

 

 

 



Strategy 
The Strategic Council Plan is currently under serious consideration with the intention 

of it being completed by no later than September this year. This will be developed in 

conjunction with the draft MTFS Process for 2022/23 and beyond. Strategic direction 

is key to delivering the change programme contained in the Recovery Plan and there 

must be no slippage here. The concept of transformation has still to be articulated in 

practical terms and fully embedded in the organisation and this, too, requires urgent 

attention. There is a keen awareness of the need to construct the plan in such a way 

as to highlight the key decisions that must be made in prioritising services and the 

decisions that must be made to enable these to be delivered within current financial 

constraints. The Council is creating a plan which puts at its centre a vision for its 

residents which emphasises the importance of outcomes, demonstrating the 

intention to deliver a healthy, prosperous and stable environment, with a vibrant local 

economy, alongside satisfying the needs of a diverse population. We will monitor the 

completion and delivery of this strategic plan paying particular attention to the 

service planning and prioritisation yet to be articulated. The high level nature of the 

Strategic Council Plan must be underpinned by a clear demonstration of the key 

service priorities identified and how they are to be financed.   

 

Finance 
The Council has approved a one year budget with the intention of finalising the 

MTFP for 2021/24 by September in accordance with the timetable for the Strategic 

Council Plan. The Board acknowledged the Council’s difficulty, given the time 

available, in producing this plan alongside the annual budget by March 2021. The 

annual budget for 2021/2022, itself, is assisted by the capitalisation approved by the 

Secretary of State. The need to reduce, further, the underlying level of spend must 

be addressed when determining the MTFP. Whilst there is clear understanding by 

the Council Leadership and Senior Management of the need to make very difficult 

decisions to ensure the Council lives within its means, there is more to be done to 

instil this way of thinking across the whole organisation. In particular, by putting in 

place practical medium term business/service planning guidelines for all service 

managers, focusing on the efficiency and effectiveness of achieving desired 

outcomes, linked to a new strategic plan but also realistic resource assumptions – to 

enable sustainable service level and service design options to come forward.  



The Board will closely monitor the development of this alongside the Council’s work 

on its new Strategic Plan and the ‘Service Delivery’ theme of its Recovery Plan.   

With regard to the Council’s Capital Investment Plan the programme is based largely 

on already committed schemes, but there remains an issue as to whether the asset 

disposals programme is realistic. The Council has been asked to look critically at the 

means by which these potential capital resources might be achieved in a proper risk 

assessed way with due regard to being paid to achieving best consideration based 

on an efficient and suitably skilled process. There is a Council undertaking that 

involves a continuous risk assessment of the timing of capital receipts, and a 

reaffirmation of confidence in the ‘voluntary cap’. A draft action plan has been 

produced to examine how existing shortcomings in the management of the asset 

rationalisation programme can be rectified. 

 

The Board recognises that the Council has set in train a number of initiatives to 

counter recent failings in financial administration and control. Realistic budget 

planning and robust financial control remain fundamental to the City achieving 

financial resilience in the medium to long-term. The reserves position and debt 

profile are also key indicators of financial health and the recent Capitalisation 

allowance has made a positive difference to the former. The Council is very much 

aware of these challenges and some progress has been made in achieving these 

goals. However, the financial plan for 2021-24 must now incorporate specific actions 

to reduce the level of revenue spending and future pressures which will effect 

permanent and sustainable reductions in service costs to match underlying 

resources going forward. These must be consistent with fulfilling the Authority’s 

statutory responsibilities in line with permitted council tax levels. 

 

Governance 
In the first quarterly report the board identified the potential lack of clarity between 

officer and member roles as an issue. The Council has adopted a revised 

member/officer protocol and sought support from the Centre for Governance and 

Scrutiny as well as the LGA. There has also been a major review of member portfolio 

roles which seeks to emphasise clarity in roles and responsibilities. It is 

acknowledged that the revised protocol will require behavioural change. More work 

may need to be done to ensure that detailed operational matters fall within the 



scheme of delegation to officers. Clarity is key here. The associated point is one of 

ensuring that the discharge of roles and responsibilities within the government 

scheme is fulfilled by those with the required knowledge, skills and experience. This 

point extends to ensuring that those who Chair Committees, Panels, Boards and 

Working Parties have received the necessary induction and training to enable them 

to deliver these functions effectively. The Council is conscious of these challenges 

and will seek to incorporate the necessary improvements in the revised constitution 

which is currently being considered. 

 

The Council’s Recovery Plan does include proposals to strengthen its overall 

approach to risk. It is also recognised that there is change of mindset in parts of the 

Council through learning lessons from the Robin Hood Energy failure. The non-

statutory review identified a significant weakness in the Council’s approach to risk. In 

response, the Council has strengthened risk management focus, in particular 

through attention given to the directive risk registers, with this issue also being 

highlighted and addressed by the corporate leadership team, leadership and 

executive panel and with greater coverage, also, at the audit committee. More, 

however, needs to be done to review the Council’s risk policy, appetite and tolerance 

together with robust procedures for risk management and accountability. This is also 

very relevant to the commercial activities of the council. Responsibility and 

accountability for risk must also be embedded in management systems and 

procedures. 

 

Commercial 
The issues relating to the failure of Robin Hood Energy are well documented and 

Board Members have been seeking to establish what lessons the Council has learnt 

from this event which may be of relevance to other commercial activities. A new 

Interim Companies’ Lead has been appointed by the Council with considerable 

experience in local authority trading companies. A plan is in place to improve 

companies’ commercial guidelines and governance. In addition, companies are 

subject to review and the Council plans no new ventures. A commercial strategy 

needs to be developed together with procurement, commissioning and contract 

management; processes which are to be reviewed by the Director of Finance and 

Resources. The changes in approach currently being contemplated by the Council, 



particularly in terms of ownership and accountability are fundamental and the Board 

looks to see how their practical application will reinforce the need to put the Council’s 

commercialisation programme in a proper context. A very substantial portfolio of 

companies owned, or part owned, by the council may expose the city and its 

residents to unnecessary risk. It is understood that the current review will seek to 

address this significant challenge. 

 
Culture 
The council has approved a new management structure which seeks to offer greater 

clarity and simplification for the most senior management. This encompasses a new 

Strategic Leadership Team supported by a service leadership group of heads of 

service and senior managers. Importantly, this is underpinned by a planned change 

in the culture of the organisation, paying particular attention to vision, strategy, 

change and innovation and collaboration whilst reinforcing equality, diversity and 

inclusion. However, the Council is aware that achieving a fundamental change in 

culture, with new behavioural expectations, is not straightforward and additional 

resources will therefore need to be dedicated to this task if the scale of change 

required is to be achieved. The Board recognises the progress made so far and will 

monitor the way in which cultural change is introduced and embedded across the 

organisation. Training and development of the workforce, where appropriate, must 

also follow. 

 

Service Provision and Delivery 

Attention is given in the Recovery Plan to delivering quality, sustainable and cost-

effective services to meet the Council’s statutory responsibilities within the resources 

available. Whilst savings exercises to date have sought to protect priorities, the focus 

has been short term and there remains a concern regarding whether there has been 

a concerted attempt to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of service delivery in 

the context of “best value”. Short termism will not suffice if the Council is to achieve 

financial sustainability in the medium to long term. As noted under ‘Finance’ above, 

effective service review and design is also key to achieving a sustainable MTFP and 

the need to put in place practical planning guidelines for all service managers applies 

here equally. The leadership is aware of this and is seeking to put in place that 

necessary planning framework alongside the completion of its new Strategic Plan. 



An illustration of the Council’s Strategic intent is the reduction of approximately 500 

in the workforce of the Authority.  

 

The delivery of the Recovery Plan is underpinned by a performance management 

framework which seeks to track progress against a defined timeline. This focus on 

performance is important in that any early indications of failure to achieve deadlines 

set may be symptomatic of a wider problem. The metrics in place do identify key 

indicators of how output can be measured but the Board would wish to see a 

process where the performance management is more sensitive to variations which 

can then be acted upon immediately. There is already evidence that the Recovery 

Plan will need to be changed in the light of recent experience and, while such 

flexibility in approach may be necessary, the underlying thrust and purpose of the 

Plan must be preserved. 

 

Communication 
Cultural change will, of course, require a carefully designed internal communications 

plan to complement the training and support provided for the Council’s workforce. 

Initially, information has been supplied to all staff about the outcome of the Caller 

Review, the role of the Improvement and Assurance Board and the Recovery Plan 

that is in place. Engagement with this messaging and resultant feedback has been 

low, in large part below 50%, although the impact of Covid in preventing ‘face to 

face’ contact must be recognised here. This is an area which clearly requires 

improvement and the Board will look to the Council to increase this level of 

engagement significantly. 

 

With regard to external communications, the Board awaits the plan for engaging with 

citizens, stakeholders, partners and the media. It is understood that the Council 

would wish to conclude its thinking on what it seeks to achieve and how it is to be 

implemented before putting such information in the public domain. However, the 

Board is eager to see this engagement commence soon if the public is going to be in 

a position to be consulted and, therefore, able to comment on changes proposed in 

the plan. 

 
 



Conclusion 
The first report highlighted a number of key concerns about the delivery of the 

Recovery Plan. In the past three months Nottingham City Council has made good 

progress in a number of areas referred to in that previous report. The Board, 

however, sees a number of other areas which require early attention. This report 

accepts progress in approving the annual budget, finalising a new top management 

structure and laying the foundation for a significant shift in the culture of the 

organisation. It also acknowledges advances in strategic thinking, some progress on 

governance and first steps to addressing the commercial/company challenges. What 

is now needed is the completion of an appropriate Strategic Plan with coherent 

Council wide medium term business/service planning guidelines covering 

sustainable service options. This should be complemented by a robust performance 

management process to track delivery effectively. The medium term financial 

planning process over the three/four year period must be completed expeditiously 

alongside a credible asset disposal programme. A continuing shift in culture and fully 

established governance arrangements must also be reflected in the Council’s 

Constitution. The Council is seeking to address these issues within its Recovery 

Plan.  
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