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Executive Summary 

 
Our review 
 
The purpose of our review was to assess the financial resilience of Dudley Metropolitan 
Borough Council (the council) in the light of the risk identified earlier this year by the external 
auditor of a potential future need to issue a Section 114 notice. We also examined governance 
and financial management issues at the council.  
 
The review examines the arrangements for financial decision-making and management to 
determine whether the council is taking all reasonable steps to address potential threats to its 
financial sustainability. This includes identifying what more needs to be done in developing a 
sustainable Medium Term Financial Strategy (MTFS).  
 
The review focused on activity supported by the General Fund. We did not examine in detail 
HRA or DSG financial resilience or management although we feel there is a need to review 
the HRA position due to concerns identified during our review as a further piece of work.  
 
This summary of findings sets out the key issues that need to be tackled by the Council to 
bring about improvement and concludes with a number of recommendations. It is set out in 
three parts: Governance, Financial Resilience and Financial Management. A more detailed 
report has been produced covering financial management and the assessment against the 
CIPFA Financial Management model. The key messages form that are included in this report 
and the accompanying slides. The report from the Centre for Governance and Scrutiny (CfGS) 
which reviewed the Constitution is included as an appendix to this report. 

 

Governance 
 
We have overriding and fundamental concerns in this area Urgent action is needed to 
address these.  
 
Delivering financial sustainability and strong financial management requires sound wider 
governance and leadership within a Council. In this section we summarise those aspects of 
the governance we found at Dudley which were in particular impacting on delivery of financial 
resilience.  
 

Broken relationships at senior officer and political levels 
 
We found evidence of broken relationships across the senior management of the Council 
which fundamentally undermine the Councils operational effectiveness and ability to affect 
change. We were concerned to find that based on our interviews there was a general 
perception from a number of interviewees’ that the “Golden Triangle” of the Chief Executive, 
Section 151 and the Monitoring Officer was not working effectively, and that the working 
relationship between officers and members was blurred. During our review, the Chief 
Executive announced his retirement and is due to leave the Council on 30 September. This 
was confirmed in meetings with key members of the Improvement Board and from a Peer 
Review report conducted a year earlier by the LGA. 
 
The has led to a lack of trust and confidence across the Council. These broken relationships 
at senior level have repercussions lower down and a lack of confidence and trust extends to 
several managers we interviewed. There is a fear of speaking truth to power due to the 
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potential implications for individuals and a lack of challenge to what people consider to be 
inappropriate behaviour by some officers and members.  
 
Several officers told us they thought there were two different factions within the Council fighting 
it out with a view that there was a lack of leadership from the Chief Executive and a lack of 
clear direction and priorities .  This has made it extremely difficult to establish clear priorities 
or develop clear expectations of what was expected.  

 
Decision making is not transparent or joined up, or always focused on 
financial resilience.  
 
We found the findings of the recent peer review on silo working had not yet been adequately 
addressed. One senior officer told us the response of the Council to this finding helped to 
illustrate it with disagreement between senior staff on the approach to resolving it or even how 
progress should be reported on it to the improvement panel compounding the issue.  
 
Overall, while Member and Officer understanding is clearer on the requirement to focus on 
financial resilience, actual decision making still does not always reflect this objective. Difficult 
decisions have been reversed or ‘the can has been kicked down the road.’   
 

Significant concerns on the lack of challenge, compliance with 
processes and requirements and understanding. 
 
We found numerous examples of governance requirements not being well understood or being 
undermined at Officer and Member level. This included allegations that members were 
seeking to cut corners and get round proper due diligence protocols. It also included 
insufficient challenge by monitoring officer staff and on occasion insufficient support by senior 
managers to officer-led processes which presents a real concern. This has resulted in a 
number of matters being raised that need to be concluded with a definitive outcome to allow 
the council to make progress in addressing the significant challenges it faces. 

 
A lack of focus and a divergence and movement on too many fronts  
 
The Council is faced with the need for change on many fronts as it frames its response to the 
key challenges of avoiding a Section 114 and the improvements suggested by the peer review. 
It is commendable that the Council has acted to address improvement, but progress is slow 
and impacts not yet obvious. It has launched several initiatives and reviews. 
 
However, moving on so many fronts without unity of purpose across the Council has the risk 
of creating duplication, drift and delays which jeopardises the Council’s position. The Council 
needs to consider how it prioritises its initiatives. Any change management process requires 
consensus and strong leadership which appears to be  lacking. It will not be possible to move 
to a new target operating model without a council-wide agreed sense of purpose and support.  

 
These findings are reinforced in the recent work undertaken by the Centre for Governance 
and Scrutiny (CfGS) and the detailed report is included in Appendix 1. Governance issues are 
also referred to in the Grant Thornton External Audit report and the last Peer Review. 
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Financial Resilience 

In our view the Council as of June 2024 is not currently in a section 114 situation but 
unless there is a change in the way it operates at a senior level, we can see a situation 
where there is every likely hood of it becoming in a section 114 situation in the near 

term. Urgent action is needed to address this. 

On the current financial position and the MTFS   

 

The Council needs to take urgent action to develop and deliver it savings 
plans through a Council wide approach 
 
The Council has made progress in improving financial resilience since the external auditors 
expressed their concerns, including the implementation of spending controls in October 2023. 
However, to achieve a balanced budget for 2023-24 the Council had to further deplete its 
reserves from £21.8m at the start of 2023-24 to £8.8m at the start if 2024-25.  
 
More effort is still required to ensure the savings included in the 2024-25 budget can be 
delivered and to ensure that a balanced MTFS covering the three year period to 31 March 
2027 can be developed. It is vital that the Council develops its detailed 2025-26 budget plans 
including detailed savings plans, as a matter of urgency. It is important that the MTFS and 
savings plans are linked to Council strategies, are owned across the Council as ‘One Council’ 
and are considered in terms of their impact on the Council as a whole, rather than being 
considered individually. 
 
Medium-term financial projections are developing but more work is needed to build confidence 
in the process, including the basis for the forecast exhaustion of general reserves, and 
financial management understanding across the council, particularly in Children’s and Adults 
Services, where there are persistent significant overspends and smaller savings targets 
(relative to budget size). 
 
Dudley Council needs to ensure its leadership team deliver on the common narrative and joint 
commitment to delivering the balanced 2024/25 budget, and its underpinning savings, and to 
developing detailed savings plans for future years to replenish the council’s reserves and avoid 
the future requirement to issue a Section 114 notice.  
 
These plans will need to strike the right balance between prudence and willingness to exploit 
opportunities and accept some considered risk. They will also require the need for some 
difficult decision making and then sticking to these decisions. Maintaining financial resilience 
thereafter will require determining the right operating model going forward and assessing what 
a ‘right sized’ council looks like. 
 
While there have been some improvements in relation to Officer and Political leadership 
engagement on financial matters, including increased budget summits during the development 
of the MTFS, more work is required to ensure that there is a common and consistent 
understanding of where the organisation is headed and what the priorities are if it is to avoid 
a section 114 position. 
 
The Council has a record of making ‘U-turns’ in relation to decisions, and this has been the 
case with previously agreed savings proposals, for example the reversal of £2.3m of savings 
for the period 2023-24 to 2025-26 in relation to libraries, household waste recycling centre 
operating hours, surface car parks and overnight car parking charges that were reversed in 
the 2023-24 ‘mini budget’ agreed by Cabinet in July 2023. There are also opportunities for 
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significant savings in areas commonly implemented by other councils, such as moving to less 
frequent waste collections, which have still not been implemented in Dudley. 
 
There is more work to do to ensure the Council has the people, process and systems capacity 
and capability to deliver sustained savings. Work is required to increase the capability and 
accountability of budget holders but also to ensure the Finance team focus on providing timely 
support, insight and challenge to those budget holders.  
 
The concerning lack of strategic and consistent leadership and direction reduces the council’s 
ability to make progress towards financial sustainability. The council has still got work to do to 
move beyond siloed and short-term decision making, and to ensure it has the commitment 
across the council to make some difficult decisions in key service areas including Adults, 
Children’s and Environmental services to balance future budgets. The key findings for these 
service areas are set out further below in this summary.  
 

On delivering savings, challenging budget growth and assuring 
efficiency 
 
The Council needs to ensure clarity and clear oversight to ensure savings 
are realistic and deliverable and make significant improvements in 
contracting and commissioning arrangements 
 
Several interviewees told us they thought Dudley had previously had a culture of optimism 
bias both in identifying and quantifying savings and in monitoring their delivery.  
 
We found a lack of clarity across the Council on who is actually responsible for driving forward 
the identification and delivery of savings proposals. The Council has not put in place 
arrangements such as star chambers to obtain corporate oversight of savings. It has largely 
achieved a balanced budget in 2023-24 through a spending freeze.  
 
We found that a more formal system for monitoring savings had recently been introduced 
which included a RAG rating for individual savings but we found low visibility of monitoring and 
an overall lack of corporate ownership of the programme as a whole.  

 
RAG rating was a contribution to the need for better corporate understanding of the challenges 
and quality of delivery but there was now a need to achieve better consistency across the 
Council in those ratings. Several officers we spoke to accept the need for more corporate 
challenge over delivery of savings in their patch. But there was also recognition that this 
needed to be supported by a stronger political strategy to take the difficult decisions which 
have previously been avoided or the need for validation and delivery. This is a significant 
concern. 
   
Successfully delivering planned and budgeted savings is one element of the financial control 
required to live within a budget. But almost as important is to anticipate and accurately model 
growth and any in year demands to ensure budgets are appropriately set at the start of the 
year together with managing any additional growth in service demand pressures.  
 
We found that arrangements to submit budget growth to scrutiny and challenge have been 
weak. There is a lack of clarity about the governance processes. The new arrangements for 
the monitoring and presenting information at CMT should help to provide greater corporate 
ownership and clarity of this process.  
 
We found scope to improve the due diligence over inclusion of large individual contributions 
in the savings programme. We heard the arguments put to us for why the more than £ 5 million 
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additional income arising from contributions from the ICS was included in the Adult Social 
Care Budget. But we believe a figure this large should have been included only after subject 
to more internal peer scrutiny combined with greater levels of assurance from the ICS.  
 
Several officers we interviewed accepted that contract management within Dudley was poor. 
There were few officers dedicated exclusively to the task with most of the monitoring of 
contract performance performed as part of relevant officers’ secondary duties. There are 
specific concerns in the Housing Service where investigations are ongoing in relation to 
historic and recent expenditure with contractors. Commissioning and procurement lacks 
oversight and rigour. We found there are no targets or monitoring in relation to on or off 
contract spend. Procurement cannot access the financial information to make this 
determination and told us Finance were unwilling to provide it. 
 

Financial resilience in services under particular pressure 
 
Practices and policies in high spend areas need reviewing to ensure all 
savings opportunities are fully explored 
 
CIPFA examined in more detail plans to achieve medium term financial sustainability within 
the services that faced particular budgetary pressures in Dudley during 2023-24. CIPFA were 
supported by their expert on social care issues in making their assessment of financial 
sustainability in Dudley’s Adult Social Care (ASC) and Children’s Services. Adult Social Care 
has recently been subject to a finance review by Partners in Care and Health (LGA and 
Directors of Adult social services) but there was lack of clarity on how that review was going 
to inform key changes within ASC and a view that more needs to be done to challenge some 
of the bigger spending areas. 
 

Adult Social Care 
 
Adult Social Care and Children’s Services Directorate staff generally regarded their finance 
support well, although there was a minority view that at the middle level they were over 
stretched and occasionally errors could creep in. The finance review concluded there was 
evidence of positive working between the Service team and Finance.  
 
We found that the Director of Adult Social Care had accepted all the proposals of the finance 
review for improvement in financial reporting in his area This included incorporating activity 
data into financial reporting, ensuring every growth and savings proposal had a written robust 
business case with milestones, increasing the transparency in use of one-off income streams 
or savings proposals and strengthening the peer challenge process to review growth and 
savings proposals.  
 
We found the service were fully aware that its actions can, and will, have an impact on the 
corporate health of the council in that 40% of the council budget is in adult social care 
provisions. The service reports that all non-statutory offers have been removed including 
meals services etc. but this was not obviously apparent what changes had been made that 
contributed to the requirement to deliver savings  
 
Whilst there is a relatively recently written Dudley Market Sustainability Plan (MSP) (March 
2023), the finance review noted it was not clear how the service changes described in this are 
factored into financial planning for the service and the MTFP. 
 
Relative to the average for other councils, the service does not have a history of high savings 
targets and or delivery up to 2023/24. For 2024/25 the savings target is comparable to national 
figures (at around 5%). We echo the findings of the finance review that the service may want 
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to review savings proposed and ensure robust business cases are developed at the outset 
(including key milestones) and a strong tracking mechanism is in place. We are concerned at 
the low level of savings planned for 2025/26 (£1.2m) and absence of any savings in the MTFP 
for 2026/27 given the Councils financial position.  
 
There has been a new chair of the external safeguarding board appointed for external scrutiny 
which seems to be a positive development. It may be timely to use her arrival to consider a 
review of thresholds to see why Dudley has the second highest adult safeguarding referrals 
in the West Midlands after Stoke-on-Trent. 
 
We found staff are clear about the priorities, and it is evident that time is being given to 
preparing for the future CQC Inspection in terms of meeting regulatory requirements regarding 
assessments, annual reviews deprivation of liberty and safeguards, alongside generally good 
performance. 
 
The finance review noted that Dudley’s spend on younger adults was more than average. The 
Council accept that market shaping and therefore efficiency might be better, The Director 
accepts that the data suggests that Dudley has been following old fashioned approaches to 
supporting younger adults. The Council is now using the Better Lives tool to review aspects 
of its approach. But staff do not agree that they can see the opportunities to cut spending for 
younger people in the way described. They feel that they have a low base and therefore not a 
lot of opportunity for efficiency in terms of the market. If this is the case, then an increased 
focus on reducing demand by planning for maximum client independence is required as there 
were services and practices observed as part of our review that other councils had challenged 
and reformed. 
 
Market management for younger adults with disability could be informed by an even more 
rigorous ‘single plan’ approach for younger adults from the age of 14 years to maximise 
independence. Planning for specialist PA support availability is important. 
 
The Council may wish to review its workforce development strategy and explore whether there 
are opportunities to share training and recruitment strategies, either in an integrated way with 
NHS or with Black Country Partners. HR staff are seemingly offering a more traditional and 
reactive mode and business partnering is not developed. This comment may align with the 
LGA, Adult Social care use of resources review which suggested that actions were 
transactional rather than transformational. 
 
Whilst improvement planning for adults with disabilities is evident in Dudley, the disability area 
in adults social care probably needs a high level of focus on cost avoidance/ savings due to 
its rising cost. It needs to be structurally linked to planning the mitigations for the overspends 
on the High Needs block, and there is a need to benchmark and strengthen the new 
commissioning strategies and therefore the market management. 
 
On Transport for adults with disability the council is Care Act complaint, in that if there is a 
need it will be provided. There appears to be only one taxi firm with the disability facilities to 
transport these clients and therefore costs are very high. Staff have ideas on a ‘not for profit 
solution’ which may be worth following up. 
 

Children’s Services 
 
Plans, strategies and performance tables on children’s social care were all provided readily 
and are updated, focused and sound, and areas where improvement is required clearly 
marked. 
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Dudley have planned for a slowing down in growth in the Childrens budget in 2025/26 and 
2026/27. We note that there was over £7.8m of growth in the budget for 2024-25, but only 
growth of £2.7m the following year and another £2m the year after. This needs to be reviewed 
further to confirm that all opportunities are being explored. 
 
The predominant MTFP saving in children’s social care is the continued effective 
implementation of the Family Safeguarding model, developed (£540k annually) and supported 
through DFE social care improvement funds which has paid for consultancy advice from the 
Hertfordshire Family Safeguarding Unit. The level of savings to be achieved were identified 
as part of the original bid to do the work. Dudley have worked with Hertfordshire Council in 
specifying and monitoring delivery. Savings are closely monitored at the Children’s Leadership 
Team meetings. Dudley have commissioned the University of Birmingham to conduct a 
longitudinal evaluation that will examine the achievement of outcomes, including financial. 
 
This implementation of family safeguarding has followed the model exactly, with good take up 
of motivational interviewing, the adoption of the multi-agency teams and the increased use of 
the ‘workbook’ which, whilst it is a recording tool, is fundamental to staff and partner 
understanding of the family journey to self-sufficiency and avoidance of care. This has a direct 
and effective knock-on outcome on budget management.  
 
Data shows that the number of children in care are coming down, as are those on child 
protection plans. This strategy relies on low children’s social care caseloads for staff, and care 
must be taken with this to ensure that case -holding numbers for social workers do not drift 
up. There is some minor evidence of this happening as vacancy pressures ensue.  
 
As family safeguarding becomes even further embedded there will be a need to keep an eye 
on capacity and recruitment in the early help and family support teams. The ability of these 
workers to take families following step down from statutory social care is crucial to the savings 
projected in the model. 
 
The regional adoption agency, Adoption @ Heart is a Black Country agency hosted by 
Wolverhampton. Staff report that this is increasingly effective, but not yet as strong as it could 
be. Given that it has been in place since 2018, with a view to promote efficiency, a value for 
money review could be timely. This review, coupled with recent attempts by the court services 
to improve their own performance, may promote future efficiencies in terms of faster 
permanent solutions on adoption for children who have been waiting longest. 
 

Public Health 
 
Support from, and the work with, the Director of Public Health (DPH) and her team is evident 
in the directorates, particularly children’s services where Family Safeguarding has been 
funded. It is acknowledged that the outcomes for residents e.g. obesity and education 
outcomes, are poor. The Director of Adults Services is carrying out a review of the public 
health grant, and whilst staff think that it is possible that up to a £ 1m could be liberated from 
a further stretching of the grant towards more general objectives. it is important to keep the 
Director of Public Health (DPH) on board with this.  
 
There does seem to be a reach across from the DPH into council priorities including reduction 
of dental caries, school readiness and rehydration in older people’s homes. All these 
programmes are very traditional however and it may be worth looking at other councils to see 
if they are funding different innovations in partnerships, for example in Artificial Intelligence to 
promote cost avoidance.  
 
The DPH and DAS have a good reach into Integrated Care System (ICS) and the NHS 
generally but is possible that not all opportunities for funding and grants are being exploited 
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there. Benchmarking of the payments and monies made from the ICS to neighbouring councils 
may be helpful. 
 
When questioned about connection with regional government, compared to other councils, 
staff were unusually unaware of the priorities and operations of regional government and its 
opportunities. 

 
Home to School Transport 
 
Common with a number of Councils, an area of budgetary pressure in Dudley during 2023-24 
was the Home to School budget. At one point during the year the budget was projected to 
exceed £1m. In the event at year end the overspend was £730k.  
 
Dudley Council have been engaged in the Delivering Better Value programme in support of 
improving management of their SEND support. As a result, the Council now have developed 
more sophisticated analysis of their current and forecast demand. Demand is expected to fall 
as they reduce the number of children with EHCPs. 
 
The Council have taken a number of steps to address pressures. These include changes to 
policies for the under-5s which have made access more restrictive. The Council are also 
considering reducing the offer to SEND students for travel to College. From this September 
the offer to post-16 children will also be reduced.  
 
The Council also retendered all routes last year and have built in inflationary increases which 
will help to bring down future potential overspend.  
 
The Council also expects to model routes later this year to see if they can be rationalised. It 
has also worked with one special school to fund the schools’ drivers and vans to provide 
transport at a considerable saving. This is a model they are considering for other special 
schools.  
 

Environmental Services 
 
Other examples of the potential to reduce the level of statutory services includes areas such 
as waste, where there is a belief that the Council still provides a service that exceeds that 
provided by neighbouring authorities, particularly in relation to the frequency of waste 
collections. Significant effort has been made to review this area in previous years and the 
current year, but this has not led to an agreed set of proposals which will enable the required 
changes to be approved and implemented. The lack of progress in this area means that 
other associated decision which could also lead to savings, such fleet renewal or 
outsourcing have also not been made or implemented. 
 

Financial Management 

On financial decision-making 

 
The lack of strategies and frameworks for decision making create 
confusion and reactionary decision making 
 
We found a shortage of evidence of discussion and agreement within the CMT which on 
occasion leads to a lack of clear accountable financial decision-making. This clarity is 
important both internally to build consensus on decisions that have been made and to provide 
transparency externally too.  
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In a number of services, we found strategies were old, weak or disregarded. Some progress 
is being made, for example in the recent agreement to a regeneration strategy. And we 
recognise the difficulty in developing strategy in modern fast-moving circumstances. But the 
absence of robust jointly agreed service and central strategies addressing current and 
anticipated future issues and containing clear financial and management information leads to 
short-termism and the risk of being blown off-course.  
 
Where strategies are not in place, they should be developed to ensure that when decisions 
around prioritisation 
 
Overall, while Member and Officer understanding is clearer on the requirement to focus on 
financial resilience, actual decision making still does not always reflect this objective. Difficult 
decisions have been reversed or ‘the can has been kicked down the road.’  An example of this 
is the decision to go ahead with the Pens Meadow School, despite this decision being made 
after the Council had imposed supposedly strict spending controls. We understand the 
decision to go ahead with the school will entail an additional £1 million in revenue borrowing 
costs each year.  
 
We found some recent examples of Financial Services being excluded from key decision 
making fora including some of the current functional reviews which will be crucial in 
determining the future shape of the Council and its finances. This exclusion has the impact of 
reducing trust between officers but in some cases has led to shadow sets of financial 
information being in circulation. This is inefficient and works against overall mutual financial 
decision making. 
 
We note that on occasion the S151 Officer opinions have been ignored or have not been 
supported. In the summer last year amendments were made to the 2023-24 budget against 
the express views of the S151. The S151 also made clear the ongoing negative consequences 
of the decision to go ahead with new capital works at Pens Meadow School.  

On budget setting and accountability  

 
Budget holder understanding and engagement is mixed 
 
We found that in general budget holders at Director and Head of Service level engage well 
with Financial Services and take responsibility for their budgets. The ability of budget holders 
below this level is more mixed. 
 
Not all budget holders we interviewed believed they had a full understanding of their budget. 
Although Financial Services do hold budget meetings with service areas, there is no specific 
formal sign-off by budget holders of their budget at the start of the financial year. This would 
help to bring focus to the budget setting process and provide stronger accountability. As would 
a more formal lessons learned exercise on prior year outcomes to inform agreement of current 
year budgets.  
 
There is no formal induction or training programme for staff members who become budget 
holders or who are new to the Council. Finance relies on coaching budget holders on a one-
to-one basis. We found an appetite within Finance to enhance the training offer.  
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On financial monitoring and reporting 

 
Budget monitoring and reporting can be improved and better 
understood 
 
We found several budget holders who were very content with the monitoring information they 
receive from financial services. But not all budget holders find the reports they receive to be 
understandable or able to meet their requirements to manage their budget effectively.  
 
We found some budget holders frustrated that Finance do not provide a monthly and year to 
date position as part of their reporting pack. This frustration was more prevalent in the Places 
directorates where there are commercial activities. Finance do not believe they have the 
resource required to undertake this level of sophistication in their reporting. They also noted 
that the relative scale of commercial activities and funding compared to the growth pressure 
and overspend areas of Adult Social Care and Children’s Services does not warrant 
prioritisation of financial service focus on the former at the expense of the latter.  

 
We examined a sample of financial services reports to CMT, Cabinet and to the Council. We 
found reporting generally to be poor. The reports are very accountancy focused rather than 
presenting user-friendly management information. There is very little performance/activity 
data, value for money or benchmarking information presented. The use of charts, tables and 
visual presentation needs improvement. And there is an absence of stable template or 
dashboard reporting that would provide consistency and familiarity.  
 
During our review the Council was developing a new format and template for monthly 
monitoring. We agree with Financial Services that it would not make sense in the context of 
local government finance to base this on a profit and loss account including debtors and 
creditors (as has been suggested by some senior managers) and that a simpler reporting of 
the revenue position against budget would be better suited.  
 
We were told that there have been issues with project budgets. Often, they have been set up 
without a budget being in place. There has generally been a lack of governance around 
programmes and projects. A PMO has been operating for a couple of years now in response 
to this problem but there is still a lot of work to be done to improve project management and 
project budgeting. 

On finance systems, risk management and sources of assurance 

 
Financial information and systems could be improved and aligned with 
more transparent risk management and assurance arrangements 
 
The outdated and fragmented nature of the Council’s IT infrastructure makes accurate 
financial information more manual, time consuming and prone to error. The Council has plans 
in place to improve its systems. A particular issue is that there is no automatic interface of 
information in the separate Servitor, Housing and Finance systems which impairs producing 
accurate forecast for the housing service. The upcoming upgrade to the finance system should 
be used as an opportunity to increase the quantity and quality of information available and to 
increase the ability of budget holders to access transparent, timely financial information 
through self-service. 
 
We found there was considerable scope to rationalise and reduce the number of cost centres 
and an urgent need to reduce the bureaucracy of recharges and provide for more output rather 
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than sectoral budgets. Financial Services told us they have plans in place to review the 
Council’s chart of accounts.  
 
We did not find a strong culture of risk management. Although a risk management 
identification and reporting process is in place it does not appear to be embedded or seriously 
engage senior officers. The lack of senior ownership or risk systems was illustrated by the fact 
that the considerable recruitment and retention issues had been added to the risk register by 
Internal Audit rather than the HR department. We were told that risk reporting categories had 
been manipulated on one occasion in the light of potential external perceptions, rather than 
evidence of scale of risk.  
 
50% of internal audit reports provide limited assurance. We were told that this was mostly 
because of governance issues which often had potential financial control consequences. We 
were also told there was no assurance process across the board for managers and directors 
to be able to have the assurance that their areas are delivering and achieving objectives.  
 
Internal Audit told us Dudley is not a very compliant organisation. The Council struggles to 
address compliance issues. There’s a culture of non-compliance, mainly in relation to following 
internal policies and procedures. Where control weaknesses or issues had been identified in 

reports or reviews or inspections and these were reported to senior management, there was 
no transparency over the action taken to address the weaknesses and no repercussion in the 
event of governance and compliance failures. The focus of Internal Audit work, however, 
needs to be more closely aligned to the Councils risks and this may need further review. 
 

On finance as a service 
 
Financial information and systems could be improved. This should be 
aligned to more transparent risk management and assurance 
arrangements and demonstrate compliance with CIPFA guidance 
 
The Financial Services team is led by the Head of Financial Services with a total workforce of 
66.6 FTE, covering financial and management accounts, transactional accounts payable, 
income management and insurance. The current Medium Term Financial Strategy (MTFS) 
does not include any savings or additional funding for Financial Services. Any funding 
pressures are currently managed within existing resources. 
 
Recruitment of qualified staff has proven very difficult in recent years, which could have 
presented a risk to service delivery. However, the Head of Financial Services introduced a 
new recruitment initiative and following this the qualified workforce establishment is now at 
100%, with only 3 vacant non-qualified posts to recruit across the whole team. The only skill 
gap is in systems and IT.  
 
We found financial services staff regularly meet with budget holders and most service principal 
accountants are part of service directorate boards. We found less support for the role and 
quality of financial services support amongst the Place based services and those services with 
commercial activities. More than one officer told us there was an “old school” approach within 
financial services and there needed to be more focus on customer support.  
 
We found a lack of trust and mutual understanding between the Financial Services team and 
officers with responsibility for commercial services. The former told us that some of the 
idiosyncrasies of local government accounting were not understood by the latter, such as the 
fact that depreciation was not a revenue cost to the authority. The latter believed there was 
more that Financial Services could do to present financial information in a manner that better 
suited a commercial environment.  
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Financial Services staff identified a number of national, regional and neighbouring bodies in 
which they engaged. But two service members of staff questioned whether there was sufficient 
awareness of good practice within the service. Doubt was expressed as to whether the 
authority was following CIPFA guidance on Building Control Annual Statements of Finance 
and whether the authority was making the most of cash management of the Section 106 
monies held in trust. There are also concerns in respect of the management of the HRA which 
need to be subject to a separate review. 
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Recommendations 

Governance 

The Council needs to: 
 

• Urgently address the breakdown of trust and confidence across the senior 
management. in particular with the statutory officer (‘Golden Triangle’) officers also 
between Officers and the political leadership 

• Ensure a thorough and agreed position statement on the future political and officer 
leadership and the need for transparency and rigour in decision making  

• Address longstanding allegations and investigations raised as a result of historic 
decisions both at an officer and member level and reinforce, as a matter of urgency, 
constitutional rules on decision making and governance. 

 

Financial Resilience 

The Council needs to: 
 

• Develop its detailed 2025-26 budget plans including detailed savings plans, as a 
matter of urgency. 

• Make sure the MTFS and savings plans are linked to Council strategies and are 
considered in terms of their impact on the Council as a whole, rather than being 
considered individually. 

• Recognise the need for some difficult decision making and then sticking to those 
decisions in delivering the MTFS and moving to an appropriate target operating model 

• Renew effort to ensure that there is a common and consistent understanding of where 
the organisation is headed and what the priorities are 

• Clarify the governance processes and accountabilities for identifying delivering and 
monitoring savings and scrutinising budget growth 

• Develop processes to achieve greater consistency in RAG ratings across the Council 

• Develop a culture of more corporate challenge over delivery of savings  

• Develop a stronger political strategy to take the risk decisions which have previously 
been avoided. 

• Review the treatment of CHC income as a test example of whether there should be 
agreed due diligence thresholds in including savings or income in budget plans 

• Develop a programme to improve contract management across the Council 

• Establish targets and associated monitoring of on or off contract spend 
 
Adult Social Care need to: 
 

• Ensure there are robust business cases in place for all savings proposals covering 
the period of the MTFS and address the gap left by CHC income not being achieved. 

• Review in particular the scope for increasing the scale of savings currently proposed 
in the MTFS for 25-26 and 26-27. 

• Improve performance reporting to show financial and activity analysis 

• Align the Dudley Market Sustainability Plan and the MTFS so there is clear read 
across between the changes identified in the former and the ASC budget and savings 
identified in the latter. 

• Explore whether there are opportunities to share training and recruitment strategies, 
either in an integrated way with NHS or with Black Country Partners.  
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Children’s Services need to: 
 

• Consider whether the planned reduction in growth pressure in 25-26 and 26-27 are 
realistic and reflect sufficiently sophisticated modelling.  

• Monitor the capacity and recruitment in the early help and support teams as savings 
in the safeguarding model depend on their work 

• Review with partners the performance and costs of the regional adoption centre 

• Review wider areas for opportunities to review policies and practices to deliver 
savings. 

 
Public health should: 
 

• Benchmark payments and monies made from the ICS to neighbouring councils to 
ensure all opportunities for funding and grants are being exploited. 

• Engage early with nascent regional government  

• Look at new opportunities to engage and develop programmes in partnership to 
address the financial challenge. 

 

Financial Management 

The Council needs to ensure: 
 

• Wherever possible it has up to date strategies for individual services with financial 
management information that aligns with the information contained in the MTFS 

• The revenue implications of Member decisions on capital schemes is made clear in 
decision-informing reports 

• Financial Services are not excluded from relevant fora and that parallel financial 
information systems are not allowed to develop 

• Budgets are formerly agreed each year between relevant budget holders and Financial 
Services 

• Financial Services develop a more formal and structured programme of financial 
training for budget holders and Members 

• Commercial Services and Financial Services work together in a structured way to 
improve mutual understanding and a joint approach to developing financial 
information, analysis and reporting that both can support 

• Financial Services review the format, content and analysis of the presentations it 
makes to Council for a in consultation with users.  

• Develop a programme to support the PMO in improving project management across 
the Council 

• Use the planned upgrade to the finance IT system to increase the quantity and quality 
of information available and to increase the ability of budget holders to access 
transparent information through self-service.  

• The chart of accounts is reviewed with the aim of reducing the number of cost centres 

• Risk management is embedded and taken more seriously as a means of providing 
assurance and helping to ensure the success of Council objectives and throughout the 
Council and is not seen as a tick based exercise. 

• There is a target set for reducing the percentage of internal audit reports that provide 
limited assurance whilst aligning Internal Audit work with the Councils risk areas. 

• Financial Services undertake a review of its engagement with external sources of 
advice and support to ensure it is engaged with requirement and best practice on 
Building control and the HRA. 
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Appendix 1 – Report from Centre for Governance and Scrutiny 
 
DUDLEY: CONSTITUTIONAL REVIEW 

INTERIM REPORT 

 

This paper is presented to provide advice to the Council on the approach which might be taken to 

undertaken revisions to its constitution.  

The research process had two main components: 

• A detailed review of the constitution as a document. 

• Interviews with a range of members and officers to understand the way that the constitution 

is used in practice.  

Where possible we have sought to validate our broader findings with reference to three or more 

sources, but where our findings relate to the quality of the written constitution itself, we have not 

considered this necessary as the position is more obviously evident and is not a matter of opinion. 

Nevertheless, there were some comments made to us by interviewees which, because we were 

unable to validate them against information gathered by other means, we are choosing not to 

represent in this report. However, we are noting them to review as part of the forthcoming review 

and revision process.  

Findings 

Overall 

We note that the constitution has been reviewed regularly since 2002 but has not benefited from a 

fundamental restructure, or review, since that date. This is not uncommon. For many councils, the 

last broad-based review came in around 2011, when the Localism Act brought about a range of 

fundamental changes to the governance framework for local councils.  

The constitution, as expected, reflects issues which relate to two decades of drift in its drafting and 

oversight. There are no fundamental, fatal flaws or errors but there are a substantial number of 

inconsistencies, elements that are obsolete, and elements that have the potential to raise 

uncertainty and confusion. There are also elements of the constitution which do not reflect good 

local government practice, as we understand it.  

There is a general acceptance amongst members and officers that the constitution as it stands is no 

longer fit for purpose but a divergence in views (including amongst senior officers) about how urgent 

the need for change is.  

In our view: 

• The Council would benefit from a “zero-base” redrafting of the constitution. Although some 

elements (in particular, standing orders around formal meetings) have recently been 

reviewed and revised, we think that trying to manage and reform the existing document 

would be too time consuming – the Council needs to start from scratch. 

• The nature of the changes necessary mean that more time will be needed to work through a 

redrafting process, overseen proportionately by members. We therefore suggest bringing a 
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revised constitution to council for adoption in September or October (at the earliest). This 

confers the added benefit that changes can be integrated with matters being taken forward 

by officers to revise the parts of the constitution affected by new legal arrangements with 

regard to procurement.  

There are some general, acknowledged, challenges around governance generally experienced by 

Dudley. The quality of member-officer relationships can be challenging and there are pockets of fairly 

significant mutual mistrust. Disagreements on roles, duties, responsibilities, rights and entitlements 

in respect of councillors’ activities, and formal council business, have the potential to exacerbate 

these issues. In this context, we consider that the constitution could be more vocal about the role of 

statutory officers in modelling and leading better behaviours (and, for example, the role of the MO in 

handling complaints). We feel that more could be done to embed expectations around conduct. The 

member-officer charter, for example, is fairly well drafted but, from what we have seen, it does not 

play an active part in the management of relationships.  

While making the constitution clearer will help to resolve this issue, it is not the only step. In the 

section below on “actions” we talk about how constitutional renewal could serve as a catalyst for a 

reset of some of these relationships.  

Below we list our findings in specific areas. These are not organised by chapter of the constitution. 

We should note in presenting these findings that we have inevitably focused on those areas where 

we have issues, rather than those that we consider to be sound.  

Navigability and accessibility 

• On the Council’s website the constitution does benefit from an explanatory landing page, 

including links to related governance and constitutional material. 

• Although the document suffers from challenges around its navigability, it is internally cross-

referenced through hyperlinks in a way that does aid accessibility. That said, getting a 

comprehensive sense of the legal position on critical areas of decision-making and oversight 

does require an existing knowledge of the constitutional framework – it would be easy for a 

casual reader using the constitution as a reference document to miss key provisions. 

• The presentation of the document as a PDF does, inevitably, bring drawbacks in accessibility.  

Overall structure and introductory material 

• We would recommend that a future structure for the constitution dispense with the Articles. 

It is generally understood that these are superfluous; in recent years councils undertaking 

fundamental reviews of the constitution have moved to remove them, as they introduce 

unnecessary duplication. 

• Where the Articles contain introductory material, this can be incorporated into a fuller, more 

comprehensive narrative introduction. The summary and explanation of the constitution, as 

they stand, are fairly good but could benefit from expansion along these lines. 

• In particular, this summary/introduction could do more to highlight the fundamental 

purpose of the constitution, both as a rulebook and as providing a framework within which 

members, officers and others can build effective and consistent relationships reflective of 

their roles and responsibilities. (The description provided currently in the Articles is not, we 

consider, adequate). 

• Content on citizens’ rights (public questions, petitions and so on) could usefully be brought 

together in one place and cross-referenced to other relevant places in the constitution. Some 
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of the material currently in the contract procedure rules relating to consultations could 

usefully be cross-referenced or brought into a central section on public rights and expanded. 

Decision-making arrangements 

• In common with other councils, Dudley’s constitution has a set of “decision-making 

principles” – again, in common with other councils, this does not seem to inform, overall, 

how the decision-making process is designed – the principles could benefit from expansion. 

• A clearer definition of executive decisions and key decisions is needed – Forward Plan 

arrangements could do with simplification (for example, the requirements around decision 

sheets and urgency provisions). 

• Call-in arrangements need more specificity – the assessment of a call-in’s validity and the 

timescales and deadlines for call-in are not currently as clear as they could be. 

• The list of terms of reference for members of the executive could do with being revised, 

simplified and updated. 

• The scheme of delegation, and description of delegated powers generally, needs revision. We 

consider that there are now fairly significant deviations between what the constitution says 

about delegation, and ongoing “custom and practice”: 

o Some officer delegations need more specificity – for example, whether delegations 

derive from Council or executive arrangements. 

o Onward delegation arrangements in particular seem very unclear. We understand 

that training has been given on appropriate arrangements for delegation but the lack 

of clarity and detail in the constitution does present risks. We have been told that 

there is some practical confusion with regard to onward delegation from members to 

officers, which is unsurprising. 

o Some delegated powers appear to be duplicated (i.e., different delegations existing, 

listed in different parts of the constitution, on the same matter). 

o The links and differences between officer and member delegations seem indistinct in 

places. 

o Recording arrangements for delegation decisions are unclear and cause a degree of 

consternation (for example, the requirements for decision sheets and decision 

memorandums). 

o There is no clarity on the circumstances in which officers are expected to consult 

members on the use of their delegated powers. One interviewee described the 

current process as a “free-for-all.”  

• Decision-making powers relating to contracts lack certainty. For example, there is a clear 

issue in respect of a lack of clarity on waiver arrangements for emergency procurement. We 

understand that some of these issues, and others relating to procurement more generally, 

are being picked up as part of a more general planned update to these parts of the 

constitution to ensure compliance with new legislation.  

Member oversight and scrutiny 

• There was a sense from those to whom we spoke that the Council’s scrutiny function needs 

review and reform. 

• Although carrying out a detailed review of the effectiveness of the scrutiny function is 

beyond the purview of this report, we think that changes can be made to the procedure 

rules that would provide a better framework for any reform that does happen in future. 
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• As presented in the constitution, there is not currently an explanation of scrutiny’s formal 

powers, responsibilities, and overall role in a way that reflects the content of the 2019 

statutory guidance. 

• More detail would also be useful on scrutiny work programming arrangements, and the way 

that committees prioritise their workload. As things stand scrutiny appears to be a clearing 

house for update reports, a fairly common feature for some councils which reflects a “drift” 

in role and purpose where that role is not sufficiently described and understood. 

• More detail is probably needed about statutory scrutiny arrangements – particularly 

statutory health scrutiny.  

• More detail is needed on the scrutiny and oversight of finances and financial management 

generally. In particular: 

o on the operation of the Audit Committee in relation to financial probity and control 

(and its associated regulatory functions), and  

o on the intersection between member audit and scrutiny. 

• More detail is needed on arrangements for the proportionate member oversight of risk (at 

Cabinet, at scrutiny and at Audit Committee). 

• There may be a need for more detail on oversight and management arrangements for 

projects, including member oversight by Cabinet. 

• Procedures on access to information omit important elements and err in their description of 

members’ rights under the relevant Regulations. Opposition members have advised that they 

are dissatisfied with the access they have to information; this is a common complaint in most 

councils but more detail and clarity in these procedure rules would ensure that rights and 

entitlements are unambiguous.  

Next steps 

Proposed structure 

Based on where needs lie, we are able to put together a high-level proposed structure for a new 

constitution. This reflects work that we have carried out elsewhere, but also our understanding of 

those areas where the Council most needs to develop its practice.  

1. Summary and introduction. An expanded section which incorporates some of the 

introductory material currently included in the Articles. 

2. Roles, responsibilities and conduct. A section mapping the core functions and duties of the 

formal parts of the council and how they intersect. This would also include detail on conduct 

expectations, including a redrafted member-officer protocol. 

3. Public rights. Bringing into a single place an introduction on the rights of the public to ask 

questions, to propose petitions, make deputations etc, as well as a description of the 

Council’s formal consultation processes and the public’s rights to access information. 

4. Decision-making arrangements. Covering executive decision-making and decision-making at 

Council, as well as delegation from both bodies – also covering introductory and cross-

referenced elements from the contract / procurement procedure rules. 

5. Oversight and accountability. Covering arrangements for scrutiny and audit, including 

members’ access to information. 

6. Procedure rules 

a. Council (including Budget Council, AGMs and EGMs) 

b. Cabinet procedure rules. 

c. General committee procedure rules. 
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d. Planning and Licensing procedure rules. 

e. Finance, contract and procurement procedure rules.  

Timetable 

We propose a timetable for revision and redrafting that would result in an updated constitution 

being adopted in November 2024 (we note that Council dates have not yet been agreed). We think 

that the process would look as follows: 

• Step 1: complete diagnosis and further develop plan for revision. We propose to refine this 

document and to work with the Council to put together a fuller plan for the revision of the 

constitution. 

• Step 2: table report to Council at AGM, setting objectives and timescale for revisions to be 

made. 

• Step 3: convene member working group to provide leadership and direction on the issue. 

The working group would: 

o Review and agree a new overall structure for the document. 

o Highlight those areas they consider to be most important for their more detailed 

review. 

o Take initial advice on the elements of the constitution likely to involve the greatest 

substantive changes, further to this paper and further legal advice. 

o Timetable their meetings to focus on a handful of core matters which reflect those 

areas which require the greatest oversight, and commission officers to draft up 

technical changes in other areas without the need to report back on content.  

• Step 4: submit to Council for adoption.  

The process of redrafting is a resource-intensive exercise and should be led by a lawyer experienced 

in governance matters. Delegation of drafting responsibilities needs to be managed carefully so as to 

ensure consistency of language throughout.  

Appendix 1: Other elements requiring revision  

There are a number of technical aspects of the constitution as it stands that reflect a deviation from 

the norm, or another shortcoming. We note some of these below (this is not an exhaustive list) 

mainly to support the act of redrafting when it comes. 

• The policy framework listed in the Articles is out of date. 

• A range of other technical references in the constitution are out of date – for example, 

references to debt held in relation to the former West Midlands County Council, the 

collection of residual Community Charge payments, references to the pre-2015 remit of the 

District Auditor, references to APT&C pay arrangements. We are not sure if bodies like the 

Black Country Executive Joint Committee still exists. A lot of these technical references can 

be found in the various committee terms of reference, which a number of interviewees told 

us they recognised were out of date. 

• It may be necessary to have a separate procedure rule / set of standing orders to apply to 

Budget Council. 

• Standing Orders / procedure rules generally need revision to fill gaps (for example, there is 

less than we would expect on the election of the Leader). Some procedure rules are not in 

the place we would expect (for example, information about the Council scheme of 

delegation in the Cabinet Procedure Rules). Some have become bones of contention because 

of their lack of clarity (we note difficulties around rulings on motions at full Council). 
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• The Council may want to consider making provision for the appointment of an independent 

person on Audit and Standards. 

• More detail is needed in the precise role, function and powers of “Your Home, Your Forum,” 

and on locality governance more generally. 

• Arrangements for appointment to joint committees need review, in particular the restriction 

that only Cabinet Members will be so appointed. The blanket restriction may come into 

conflict with any statutory requirements which may arise now or in the future (for example, 

in respect of joint health scrutiny committees). 

• Additionally in relation to joint committees, access to information arrangements need to be 

changed to reflect that these bodies will still be 1972 Act committees, and subject to a legal 

framework which makes specific provision for information access. 

• The provision relating to the establishment of companies “with a view to making profit” 

needs to be qualified by reference to the Council’s Best Value (and other statutory) duties. 

This is on top of wider changes that need to be made relating to company governance. 

• The rules relating to appointments of senior officers need reform – currently, the reference 

to pay thresholds does not reflect good practice (generally, it should be specific, named roles 

in the structure that are subject to member appointment arrangements). 
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1. Executive Summary 

1.1 Summary of Findings  
 
1.1.1 The purpose of this review is to assess the financial resilience and financial 

management of Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council (the council) in the light of the 
financial risks and pressures faces and the statutory recommendations set out by 
Grant Thornton, the council’s External Auditor, in their January 2024 report. The 
review seeks to assess the council’s financial position and arrangements and 
determine whether the council is taking all reasonable steps to address the position, 
including identifying what more needs to be done as part of its budget setting 
process and development of its Medium Term Financial Strategy (MTFS). This 
report provide detail in support of our Overall Summary Report already shared with 
the council. 

 

• The council has made limited progress to improve financial resilience since the 
External Auditors shared their concerns on the council’s level of reserves in July 
2023, though spending controls were implemented in October 2023. More work 
is still required to ensure the savings included in the 2024/25 budget can be 
delivered and to ensure that a balanced MTFS covering the three-year period to 
31 March 2027 can be developed.  
 

• Financial management arrangements vary across the organisation and work is 
required to improve processes and capacity in some areas and to further 
develop financial reporting to enable greater decision making, accountability and 
scrutiny.  

 

• Overall, while Member and Officer understanding is clearer on the requirement 
to focus on financial resilience, actual decision making does not always reflect 
this objective. Difficult decisions have been reversed or ‘the can has been kicked 
down the road’. The lack of strategic and consistent leadership and direction 
reduces the council’s ability to make progress towards financial sustainability. 
The council has still got some work to do to move beyond siloed and short-term 
decision making, and to ensure it has the commitment across the council to 
make some difficult decisions in key service areas including Adults, Childrens 
and Environmental services to balance future budgets. 

 

• There is more work to do to ensure the council has the people, process and 
systems capacity and capability to deliver sustained savings. Work is required 
to increase the capability and accountability of budget holders but also to ensure 
the Finance team focus on providing timely support, insight and challenge to 
those budget holders. The upcoming upgrade to the finance system should be 
used as an opportunity to increase the quantity and quality of information 
available and to increase the ability of budget holders to access transparent, 
timely financial information through self-service.  

 

• It is important that the council develops its detailed 2025/26 budget plans and 
the MTFS, including detailed savings plans, as a matter of urgency. It is 
important that the MTFS and savings plans are linked to council strategies and 
are considered in terms of their impact on the council as a whole, rather than 
being considered individually. Where strategies are not in place, they should be 
developed to ensure that when decisions around prioritisation are made, there 
is a focus on the council’s overall objectives and future strategic direction.  
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• While there have been improvements in relation to Officer and Political 
leadership engagement on financial matters, including increased budget 
summits during the development of the MTFS, more work is required to ensure 
that there is a common and consistent understanding of where the organisation 
is headed and what the priorities are. Medium-term financial projections are 
developing but more work is needed to build confidence in the process, including 
the basis for the forecast exhaustion of general reserves, and financial 
management understanding across the council, particularly in Childrens and 
Adults Services, where there are persistent significant overspends and smaller 
savings targets (relative to budget size).  

 
1.1.2 The council needs to ensure its leadership team deliver on the common narrative 

and joint commitment to delivering the balanced 2024/25 budget, and its 
underpinning savings, and to developing detailed savings plans for future years to 
replenish the council’s reserves and avoid the requirement to issue a Section 114 
notice. These plans will need to strike the right balance between prudence and 
willingness to exploit opportunities and accept some considered risk. They will also 
require the need for some difficult decision making and then sticking to these 
decisions. Maintaining financial resilience thereafter will require determining the 
right operating model going forward and assessing what a ‘right sized’ council looks 
like. 

1.2 Recommendations 
 

On Financial Resilience 
 
1.2.1 The council needs to: 
 

• Develop its detailed 2025-26 budget plans including detailed savings plans, as a 
matter of urgency. 

• Make sure the MTFS and savings plans are linked to council strategies and are 
considered in terms of their impact on the council as a whole, rather than being 
considered individually. 

• Recognise the need for some difficult decision making and then sticking to those 
decisions in delivering the MTFS and moving to an appropriate target operating 
model 

• Renew effort to ensure that there is a common and consistent understanding of 
where the organisation is headed and what the priorities are 

• Clarify the governance processes and accountabilities for identifying delivering and 
monitoring savings and scrutinising budget growth 

• Develop processes to achieve greater consistency in RAG ratings across the 
council 

• Develop a culture of more corporate challenge over delivery of savings  

• Develop a stronger political strategy to take the risk decisions which have previously 
been avoided. 

• Review the treatment of CHC income as a test example of whether there should be 
agreed due diligence thresholds in including savings or income in budget plans 

• Develop a programme to improve contract management across the council 

• Establish targets and associated monitoring of on or off contract spend 
 
 
1.2.2 Adult Social Care need to: 
 

• Ensure there are robust business cases in place for all savings proposals covering 
the period of the MTFS 
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• Review in particular the scope for increasing the scale of savings currently 
proposed in the MTFS for 25-26 and 26-27. 

• Align the Dudley Market Sustainability Plan and the MTFS so there is clear read 
across between the changes identified in the former and the ASC budget and 
savings identified in the latter. 

• Explore whether there are opportunities to share training and recruitment 
strategies, either in an integrated way with NHS or with Black Country Partners.   

 
1.2.3 Children’s Services need to: 
 

• Consider whether the planned reduction in growth pressure in 25-26 and 26-27 are 
realistic and reflect sufficiently sophisticated modelling.   

• Monitor the capacity and recruitment in the early help and support teams as 
savings in the safeguarding model depend on their work 

• Review with partners the performance and costs of the regional adoption centre 
 
1.2.4 Public health should: 
 

• Benchmark payments and monies made from the ICS to neighbouring councils to 
ensure all opportunities for funding and grants are being exploited. 

• Engage early with nascent regional government  

 
On Financial Management 
 
1.2.5 The council needs to ensure: 
 

• Wherever possible it has up to date strategies for individual services with financial 
management information that aligns with the information contained in the MTFS 

• The revenue implications of Member decisions on capital schemes is made clear in 
decision-informing reports 

• Financial Services are not excluded from relevant fora and that parallel financial 
information systems are not allowed to develop 

• Budgets are formerly agreed each year between relevant budget holders and 
Financial Services 

• Financial Services develop a more formal and structured programme of financial 
training for budget holders and Members 

• Commercial Services and Financial Services work together in a structured way to 
improve mutual understanding and a joint approach to developing financial 
information, analysis and reporting that both can support 

• Financial Services review the format, content and analysis of the presentations it 
makes to council for a in consultation with users.  

• Develop a programme to support the PMO in improving project management across 
the council 

• Use the planned upgrade to the finance IT system to increase the quantity and 
quality of information available and to increase the ability of budget holders to 
access transparent information through self-service.  

• The chart of accounts is reviewed with the aim of reducing the number of cost 
centres 

• Risk management is embedded and taken more seriously as a means of providing 
assurance and helping to ensure the success of council objectives throughout the 
council and is not seen as a tick based exercise. 

• There is a target set for reducing the percentage of internal audit reports that provide 
limited assurance 

• Consider the role of Internal Audit within an assurance framework linked to risk 
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• Review compliance against CIPFA guidance on Building Control and HRA activities 
and accounting. 

• Financial Services undertake a review of its engagement with external sources of 
advice and support to ensure it is engaged with best practice. 

 
The detailed appendix 1 which sets out the outcome form our assessment of council 
against the financial management model also includes some more detailed 
recommendations and actions 

2. Introduction 

2.1 Background  
 
2.1.1 Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council was formed following a reorganisation of local 

government in 1974. The council provides both county-level and district-level 
services. In July 2023, the council’s External Auditor’s shared their concerns about 
the level of the council’s reserves with the members of the Audit and Standards 
Committee. This was followed up by a significant weakness identified in the Auditors 
Annual Reports for 2021/22 2022/23 in relation to financial sustainability, which were 
reported to Audit and Standards Committee in December 2023.  Two key 
recommendations were made for the council to address as a matter of urgency:  

 
1. That Members should recognise the scale of the council’s financial challenges 

and act accordingly to support the council’s officers in developing realistic and 
deliverable savings plans in the short to medium term, and  

 
2. That the council should revisit financial plans with the sustainability of reserves 

in mind to ensure medium term financial plans demonstrate a realistic plan to 
replenish reserves where one-off use is expected to cover budget gaps. 

 
2.1.2 Following a joint report to Cabinet from the Deputy Chief Executive and Director of 

Finance and Legal in January 2024, which set out that the council was likely to fully 
deplete the General Fund reserves during 2024/25, the council’s external auditors 
made further statutory recommendations aimed at addressing the seriousness of 
the financial position of the council and to give the council the best chance of 
avoiding a Section 114 notice. 

 
2.1.3 The purpose of this review is to assess the financial resilience of the council in the 

light of the statutory recommendations made by the External Auditors and the 
financial risks and pressures it is currently facing.   

2.2 Requirement 
 
2.2.1 The review seeks to consider assurance over Dudley Council’s financial position 

and management and determine whether the council is taking all reasonable steps 
to address the position, financial management arrangements and determine what 
more needs to be done.  

 
2.2.2 The core objective of the review is to assess the financial resilience of the council in 

the light of the financial risks and pressures it is currently facing. The key questions 
to satisfy the review include: 

   
• Is there overall assurance on the council’s financial position?  
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• Is Dudley Council taking all reasonable steps to address the position and what 
more needs to be done?  

 
2.2.3 We undertook our review using the themes of a DLUHC financial resilience review 

and also focused on those areas which had been highlighted by External Audit in 
their statutory recommendations. 

  
2.2.4 This review focusses on the financial sustainability of the council and does not 

comment on the appropriateness of or adherence to accounting policies or any on-
going external audit work which is a matter for the external auditors.  

 
Context 

 
2.2.5 The review is limited in some areas by the lack of up to date financial and information 

on the capital programme and uses the latest publicly available information in 
forming our conclusions. Updates were made to the report, where appropriate, to 
reflect the latest information available in finalising the report in July 2024 but the 
report cannot comment on the validity or detailed assumptions made in respect of 
the February 2024 MTFS. Some of the progress made since the fieldwork against 
recommendations may not be fully reflected in the report. 

 
2.2.6 The following areas have been covered. 
 

• Financial Resilience and Sustainability – focusing on how well the council was 
addressing financial pressures, the deliverability of savings plans, the efficiency 
in delivering services and whether the council was on course to present 
conventional balanced budgets in the near future (2024/25 & 2025/26) and had 
an appropriate MTFS. 
 

• Capital programme and assets and debts: an assessment of the council’s 
capital programme, assets and investments, including debt and other risks. 
 

• Financial Governance and Decision Making: an assessment of a council’s 
financial governance/management processes, leadership, operational culture, 
whether it has the appropriate financial governance procedures in place, and the 
capability and capacity to make any necessary transformation.  This includes a 
self-assessment of areas of strength and weakness: arising from an analysis 
of the results of a survey of over 70 Dudley staff and stakeholders using CIPFA’s 
Financial Management Model.  

2.3 Methodology 

 
2.3.1 Our approach comprised the following elements: 
 
Desktop analysis  
 
2.3.2 Dudley Council made a number of documents available for our examination. These 

included relevant policy papers and strategies, minutes of meetings and progress 
reports. We reviewed the material and made supplementary document requests as 
appropriate to the council.  

 

Specialised inputs  
 

2.3.3 Some comparative data analyses were conducted on issues such as revenue spend 
and indebtedness using CIPFA’s Financial Resilience Index and the Office for Local 
Government. Where relevant they are included in the report.  
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Interviews  
 

2.3.4 The bulk of the fieldwork comprised interviews conducted in April and May 2024. 
We triangulated different oral evidence as well as oral against written evidence. 
council Officers and Members were invited to give views and respond to queries 
provoked by documentary evidence. We would like to thank everyone involved for 
their courtesy and constructiveness.  

 
Report drafting, feedback and fact-checking  
 

2.3.5 The above inputs were then analysed and subjected to our professional and expert 
judgement. The result is this report. Initial feedback on themes and key findings was 
provided to officers in advance of preparing this report.  

 
2.3.6 This report was fact checked as far as possible and is based on the fieldwork 

completed within the time frame for the review. It was not a comprehensive audit of 
the council’s finances. As a consequence, the conclusions do not constitute an 
opinion on the status of the council’s financial accounts.  

 
2.3.7 CIPFA’s review team consisted of two experienced consultants with relevant 

backgrounds in all areas of the review’s scope. CIPFA would like to take this 
opportunity to thank the council for being so amenable and open to meeting with the 
review team and for the considerable effort that has been expended in collating and 
sharing key documents with CIPFA. We also thank everyone involved for their 
openness, tact, and honesty.  

 
Use of the CIPFA Financial Management Model (FMM) 
 
2.3.8 We used the Financial Management Model online survey to inform our view on 

financial management and understanding across the council. This is included at a 
separate appendix to the report.   We asked over 70 staff and stakeholders to carry 
out a health check on their own financial fitness to deliver their goals, and to identify 
and plan improvements.  CIPFA’s FMM is structured around the three themes of 
delivering accountability, supporting performance, and enabling transformation. Its 
scope ranges from the essential controls that should be in place to safeguard assets 
and demonstrate accountability, to the aspirations of top quality organisations.   
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3. FINANCIAL RESILIENCE AND SUSTAINABILITY 

3.1 On the progress required to deliver a sustainable MTFS 
(Medium Term Financial Strategy) 
 

3.1.1 The 2024/25 budget, approved by the council on 4 March 2024, sets out the 
council’s finances for a 3-year period, and includes details of savings, efficiencies, 
and additional income generation proposals over that period, which are expected to 
total £17.4m cumulatively by the end of 2026/27. However, a total of £50.7m of 
additional spending arising from a combination of demographic, inflationary, other 
unavoidable service pressures and discretionary service developments by 2026/27 
has also been included in the strategy. The result is that the council is currently 
forecasting that expenditure will exceed resources available each year of the 
strategy (2024/25 - £5.5m, 2025/26 - £10.3m, 2026/27 - £12.0m) and that the 
unallocated General Fund Reserve will be depleted entirely during 2025/26. 

 
3.1.2 The assumptions regarding future Council Tax, pay awards, inflation and fees and 

charges appear reasonable. The MTFS assumes delivery of all savings proposals 
in their entirety for the 3-year period, despite the MTFS showing that only 71% of 
the 2022/23 savings initiatives (£0.15m of £0.21m target) and 80% of 2023/24 
savings initiatives (£6.23m of £7.83m target) had been delivered by February 2024. 
The MTFS also includes a specific expectation of additional income from the 
Integration Care Board in relation to Continuing Healthcare (CHC) totalling £4.66m 
per year by 2026/24 (2024/25 - £3.71m, 2025/26 - £4.66m, 2026-27 - £4.66m) that 
is now no longer expected. This further increases the gap between the cost of 
delivering the council’s services and the resources available, and the likelihood of 
relying on reserves to bridge this gap. The council will need continual modelling to 
keep their assumptions underpinning the MTFS up to date. 

 
3.1.3 Pressures in 2024/25 and the following 2-years set out in the MTFS are assumed to 

be permanent however some savings in the strategy are one-off in nature, for 
example one-off switches of funding from General Fund to a specific grant or short-
term savings made through vacancy freezes. The council has a record of making 
‘U-turns’ in relation to decisions, and this has been the case with previously agreed 
savings proposals, for example the reversal of £2.3m of savings for the period 
2023/24 to 2025/26 in relation to libraries, household waste recycling centre 
operating hours, surface car parks and overnight car parking charges that were 
reversed in the 2023/24 ‘mini budget’ agreed by Cabinet in July 2023. There are 
also opportunities for significant savings in areas commonly implemented by other 
councils, such as moving to less frequent waste collections, that have still not been 
implemented in Dudley. 

 
3.1.4 Detailed work to identify further efficiencies is being undertaken by specific project 

groups in the form of functional reviews. These include reviews of waste, leisure, 
libraries, halls, the council’s Target Operating Model and some other smaller areas. 
These reviews are being led by the Director of Digital, Customer and Commercial 
Services, with initial proposals from smaller reviews expected to be delivered across 
summer 2024, and with larger reviews expected to identify proposals in future years. 
In addition to these reviews, there has been a recent call from the Deputy Chief 
Executive to quickly identify an additional £5.0m of savings for 2024/25 to offset the 
previously assumed CHC income which will no longer be received. 

 
3.1.5 Existing future savings plans need to be developed into practical actions, and whilst 

the functional reviews are underway, a more strategic approach to re-engineering 
services across the range of everything the council does will be required to close 
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the budget gap over the MTFS period. The current total level of savings forecast to 
be delivered over 3-years in the MTFS is only £17.4m per year by 2026/27, which 
equates to a saving of 4.96% of the expected service spend in that year. In order to 
identify savings of the magnitude required and move to a sustainable financial 
footing, the council will be required to make tough decisions, and to stick to these 
decisions. The governance in relation to financial decision making is considered 
later in this report. 

 
3.1.6 Challenges remain in respect of an accumulating deficit on Dedicated Schools Grant 

(DSG) Funding. Although the governments statutory override currently protects the 
council, if it was withdrawn the scale of the deficit would push the council into an 
unsustainable financial position. This has been clearly highlighted in updates to the 
council as part of the MTFS and the budget report. 

3.2 On striking the right balance in updating the Medium Term 
Financial Strategy and engaging with CMT and Elected 
Members 
 
3.2.1 As noted above, the level of required savings is challenging however some progress 

has been made in applying spending controls and the creation of functional reviews 
to identify efficiencies. Dudley Council has undertaken some modelling on 
estimates, assumptions and professional judgements and the MTFS sets out details 
of the assumptions used, and the risk attached to each assumption. Further 
information on the financial upside or downside risk is detailed in an appendix 
though the level of risk attached to each assumption could be made clearer. For 
example, the council has a history of not delivering savings in their entirety however 
it has been assumed that this will be the case and the information on the risk 
associated with this does not call out the likelihood of this risk manifesting. Indeed, 
as noted above, the additional income associated with CHC is now no longer 
expected to be received, only 2 months after the last MTFS update was approved 

by the council. 

3.2.2 The MTFS considers the wider implications and expectations for Government 
Funding and Business Rates. The MTFP includes some key elements required of a 
financial strategy, identifying pressures, funding changes, expected savings and 
includes proposed council Tax increases. The MTFS does not include strategies 
and implications of the capital programme or treasury management and whilst it 
notes that there is an expectation that reserves will be depleted during 2025/26, 
further information on reserves is only provided in the Section 25 report, prepared 

by the Director of Finance and Legal. 

3.2.3 The latest MTFP covers 2024/25 to 2026/27. In a typical year, the council formally 
reviews its 3-year MTFS annually in March, with the outturn position reported in June 
and a further draft MTFS reported to Cabinet in October. This process has changed 
in the last couple of years, with the draft MTFS not being reported to Cabinet until 
December or January, as a result of waiting for the funding settlement to be known. 
There was an exceptional update to the MTFS taken to Cabinet in July 2023, in 
order to amend the budget to include new growth items and the reversal of some 
savings.  

3.2.4 Budget preparation meetings take the form of discussions in Corporate 
Management Team (CMT) (formally Strategic Executive Board or SEB), updates at 
Informal Cabinet and budget summits. In preparation for the finalisation and 
approval of the 2024/25 budget, budget summits with Elected Members took place 
on 19 July 2023 and 22 November 2023 for the General Fund, with a separate 
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summit taking place for the first time on 21 November 2023 for the Housing Revenue 
Account. An Informal Cabinet in September / October looked at ‘big ticket’ items in 
relation to savings and large Elected Member spending requests. While a budget 
process was in place, the communication of the process could have been made 
clearer, with more regular and detailed information shared at CMT and more forums 
for discussion with Elected Members in advance of decisions on the budget being 
made. No details of the process and timetable have been issued to CMT and 
Officers for the 2025/26 to date. Finance have advised that this is because the 
process is being led by a working group rather than Finance themselves, and 
discussions are ongoing. It is concerning that given the scale of the financial 
challenge facing the organisation, there is not a comprehensive and universally 
understood approach and timeline that has been agreed by CMT and Elected 

Members for finalisation of the 2024/25 budget.  

3.2.5 Finance needs to provide some certainty and an appropriate level of detail on the 
continuing financial position and the council should consider how often and on what 
basis it updates its medium-term financial strategy projections. It is important to 
strike the right balance between keeping the CMT and Elected Members updated 
on a regular basis but also providing confidence that it can act on the information 
provided without fear of significant changes. There should also be a clear process 
and timeline for updating the MTFS, that shows clear ownership of processes, does 
not duplicate effort by Officers and provides regular opportunities for both CMT and 
Elected Members to engage with the process, take ownership and make decisions. 
There is still significant work needed to deliver the projected balanced budget and 
MTFS. 

3.3 On the challenge of improving level of reserves 
 
3.3.1 Dudley Council has been facing significant financial challenges in recent years, 

which have necessitated a close review of their financial reserves. CIPFA best 
practice sets out that while there is no one-size-fits-all percentage in relation to the 
level of reserves that should be held, many local authorities aim to keep reserves 
between 5% to 10% of their net revenue budget or core spending power. The 
council’s external auditors and own internal reviews have highlighted the low level 
of reserves compared to other councils. The recent Peer Review reports from the 
LGA and external audit have also repeatedly stressed the need for Dudley Council 
to increase its financial reserves to avoid potential financial crises. 

 
3.3.2 The council recognises the need to hold a prudent level of reserves however the 

current position (from the May 2024 Provision 2023/24 Outturn (Capital and 
Revenue) report) is that unallocated General Fund reserves were £8.8m as of 31 
March 2024, are forecast to be £2.5m at the end of 2024/25 and forecast to be fully 
depleted during 205/26, leaving a funding gap of £9.6m. This funding gap is currently 
forecast to increase to £23.4m by the end of 2026/27, with no unallocated General 
Fund reserve remaining. When all unringfenced reserves are taken into 
consideration, the forecast is as follows: 
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Figure 1: Actual and Forecast reserves 2023 - 2027 
 

 Actual 
31/03/23 

Actual 
30/03/24 

Forecast
31/03/25 

Forecast
30/03/26 

Forecast
31/03/27 

 £m £m £m £m £m 

Unallocated General Fund Reserve 21.8 8.8 2.5 -9.6 -23.4 
Earmarked Reserve 27.3 22.5 9.9 9.0 8.4 
Total Unringfenced Reserves 49.1 31.3 12.4 -0.6 -15.0 
      
Total Unringfenced Reserves as a 
percentage of Net Revenue Budget1 

17.24 9.73 3.72 -0.17 -4.11 

 
 
3.3.3 Finance have advised that the spending controls which are currently in place, will 

remain so until reserves have returned to prudent levels. 
 
3.3.4 When total unringfenced reserves are considered, the council would be on a 

trajectory of depleting these entirely in 2025/26, use of reserves is not a sustainable 
approach to address the structural budget issues facing Dudley Council. As noted 
previously in this report, the council needs to improve its record for delivering 
savings identified, make difficult decisions around further areas where savings could 
be made and take a corporate approach at fundamentally reviewing how council 
services are delivered to avoid depleting the council’s reserves.   

3.4 On the work needed to embed processes, systems and 
consistency. 

3.4.1 We have seen evidence that the council and CMT are placing increasing focus on 
improving financial management and savings identification however, as noted 
previously, there is a requirement to ensure that there is a regular forum for 
Members and Officers to discuss budget challenges and savings proposals, such a 
Member and Officer Budget Working Group, rather than limiting this engagement to 
two or three budget summits across the financial year. This will facilitate greater 
opportunity for some of the more contentious proposals to be explored and 
discussed. Additionally, while the focus on the council’s financial position is well 
understood, there are still examples of decision making that will lead to additional 
non-essential expenditure, such as the decision to go ahead with the build of the 

new Penns Meadow School in January 2024.  

3.4.2 There is an awareness that there are challenges and a need to develop more of a 
corporate, challenging, and transparent approach from CMT, and the wider council, 
on budget management. The areas for improvement set out in the recommendations 
made by the council’s External Auditor are consistent with our findings. Some key 
improvements are required to improve processes and systems for annual exercises 
such as revenue budgeting, capital planning and savings identification, alongside 
ongoing monitoring and reporting. Additionally, some budget holders expressed 
concerns, particularly on access to self-service information on the position against 
budget and usefulness of financial reporting provided by Finance. This is not helped 
by a lack of SLAs to promote financial responsibility across the council nor the last 
of a clear and consistent communication of budgets to budget holders at the start of 
the financial year. Action is also required the increase the skills in Finance and within 

 
1 Net Revenue Budget figure for 22/23 taken from 2022/23 Provisional Revenue Outturn and Medium 

Term Financial Strategy, figures for 2023/24 to 2026/27 taken from CMT presentation on Provisional 
2023/24 Outturn (Revenue and Capital) 
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Services to ensure effective budgetary control. Some of these issues have already 
been identified and are in progress, such as more regular forecast outturn reporting 
and the planned upgrade to the Finance system which should provide additional 
functionality, others, such as providing finance training to budget holders, are 

currently more aspirational because of resource constraints.   

3.5 On the lack of regular assessment against the CIPFA 
Financial Management Code and requirements 
 
3.5.1 The CIPFA Financial Management Code (FM Code) is a set of principles and 

standards designed to support good financial management practices within local 
authorities in the UK. The code aims to ensure that public sector financial 
management is aligned with the requirements for transparency, accountability, and 
sustainability in local government finance and applies to all councils. Local 
authorities are expected to demonstrate that they meet the standards set out in the 
FM Code through self-assessment and continuous improvement. The council does 
not assess itself against the FM Code. Alongside the specific recommendations or 
areas of consideration highlighted in this report, we would also recommend that the 
council should make use of the self-assessment tool within the FM Code to help 
identify other areas of improvement, and that an action plan should be developed 
thereafter. This action plan should be reported to for the Audit and Standards 
Committee and will also need to be reflected in the Annual Governance Statement. 

 
3.5.2 Financial, risk and performance information is reviewed by the CMT. There are 

improvements that could be made to integrate service and financial planning reports. 
This could help the council and the CMT to fully assess and understand the 
implications of service and spending trends and also support the focus on business 
partnering.  

 
3.5.3 When setting the budget, Section 25 of the Local Government Finance Act 2003 

requires the Section 151 Officer to report to members on the robustness of budget 
estimates and the adequacy of proposed financial reserves. These requirements are 
met. 

 
3.5.4 As part of their governance framework, and in response to external reviews and 

External Audit recommendations, the council has established several initiatives to 
ensure effective financial management and operational integrity: 

 

• Improvement and Assurance Board: Dudley Council has formed an 
independent Improvement and Assurance Board (IAB) to oversee and guide the 
council's financial and operational improvements. This board includes members 
from the main political parties, senior officers, and is supported by the Local 
Government Association. The IAB aims to ensure the council maintains a sound 
financial position and effectively delivers services to residents. 
 

• 12-Month Action Plan: In response to internal reviews and regulatory findings, 
particularly concerning housing data quality, the council has implemented a 12-
month action plan. This plan focuses on validating and updating data on council 
properties to ensure compliance with statutory health and safety requirements. 
The plan includes comprehensive stock condition surveys and compliance 
checks on critical safety systems. This plan also includes using spending 
controls and improving financial management to aim to achieve a balanced and 
sustainable budget.  
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• Council Plan 2024-2025: The Council Plan outlines strategic priorities, 
including financial sustainability, governance, and control, which underpin the 
council's efforts to maintain and improve its assurance frameworks.  

3.6 On ensuring the upgrade to the Finance system delivers 
 

3.6.1 As part of the council’s digital roadmap, it is investing in a migration of Unit 4, the 
Finance system, to the Cloud.  This work is being led by the Digital, Customer and 
Commercial Services Directorate; however, the Finance team are engaged with this 
work. This project is in the fairly early stages however there is buy-in to use this 
upgrade as an opportunity to improve the ability of budget holders to self-serve when 
looking for financial information. Finance also hopes to use this as an opportunity to 
rationalise the chart of accounts, which currently has an extremely large number of 
cost centres, which budget holders have advised is confusing. 

 
3.6.2 A criticism of the current finance system is that it does not link expenditure to 

contracts and that the ability of Procurement to undertake any sort of analysis relies 
on a very manual and time-consuming process of receiving data from Finance and 
then sorting it using project codes. Given the poor level of contract management in 
the council and the potential of improved procurement and contract management to 
deliver savings, including this functionality in the new Finance system should be a 
priority. In tandem with this, a programme to improve contract management across 
the council and targets to reduce the proportion of off contract spend should also be 
implemented and monitored. 

 
3.6.3 Whilst the potential benefits of the upgrade of the Finance system are clear, we note 

that the Finance team has been without a Systems Accountant for around a year 
after the sad, unexpected passing of the previous person in this role. Despite recent 
recruitment efforts, the post currently remains vacant. In addition to this key 
vacancy, the resource requirements to ensure that the upgrade is implemented 
smoothly and that both Finance and wider users can take advantage of all areas of 
increased functionality will be significant.  Given this project will be undertaken in 
tandem with an area of intense demand for Finance services to support savings 
identification and delivery, improved reporting and business as usual, we would 
highlight the importance of ensuring that the Finance resources required to 
successfully deliver the Unit 4 upgrade are considered and put in place. 

3.7 On raising the profile of risk management, understanding 
risk appetite and undertaking risk-based decision making  

3.7.1 The council previously had a Council Plan covering the three years alongside the 
MTFS. The most recent version covered 2022 - 2025. However, because of the 
significant financial challenges facing the council, this plan has been suspended and 
replaced with a focussed one-year plan for 2024/25. The linkages between the 
previous Council Plan and previous iterations of the MTFS are not clear, nor is there 
any clear linkage between the Council Plan for 2024/25 and the current MTFS, both 
agreed by council in March 2024. The MTFP reflects the financial consequences of 
emerging issues and demands at a high level but greater clarity on the potential 
demands of key areas of demand-led expenditure and persistent overspends like 
Childrens and Adults Services could be more fully set out.  

3.7.2 The council considers risk twice a year at Audit and Risk Committee, but it is not 
considered at Cabinet and there is no real discussion amongst Members on risk 
appetite or mitigation. The council has a Risk Management policy. However, there 
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is a view that this is not actively applied, and consideration of risk is not routinely 
embedded in decision making. It is not taken as seriously at Director level for 
decision-making as it should be, with anecdotal evidence of risk terminology being 
changed to manage the perceptions of Elected Members and the press, rather than 
focusing on how to minimise the actual risk. There is a discussion to be had on what 
is the shared corporate risk appetite, as there appear to be different risk appetites 
across the council, particularly between the Head of Internal Audit, who leads on 
risk, and the CMT.  

3.7.3 The council does articulate associated medium-term capital and revenue budget 
pressures in its three-year forecasts and specific financial risks are considered in 
respect of the budget. However, this could be improved by making the likelihood of 
risks occurring clearer, showing a range of the potential financial impact and 
providing a view on the overall impact on the budget if risks crystalise. Whilst it is 
reassuring to see that the savings proposals developed for 2024/25 are now RAG-
rated to reflect the assessed risk of delivery, it is important that risk is more than a 
box ticking exercise and is a fundamental tool to drive decision making. In this 
specific example, that could include accounting for the risk to delivery when 
forecasting the expected level of savings in the outturn. Overall, there is more scope 
to develop the modelling and scenarios associated with the different aspects of the 
financial strategy. This discussion needs to happen beyond Finance and across the 
council. 

3.8 On the scope for savings and ensuring deliverability 
 
3.8.1 There is still a challenge in the council in relation to having clear and consistent 

processes for the identification, approval and delivery of savings. There is no clear 
ownership of this process at CMT, and, at times, there appears to be duplication of 
effort or conflicting exercises taking place, which leads to nugatory effort and 
multiple versions of ‘the truth’. It also leads to information being presented to CMT 
or Members which is not always accurate, or which doesn’t not take into account the 
big picture impact of all proposals when the outcomes of the multiple exercises or 
reviews are considered together. A small example of this is the separate approach 
being taken to review the Townhall and the Bistro, which are, in fact, linked by a 
door meaning any change to one is likely to have an impact on the other. 

 
3.8.2 It would be considered normal practice for a Finance team to be a fundamental part 

of any savings exercises and to be the team responsible for analysis of the impact 
of individual savings proposals and the collation of the impact of all savings 
proposals, for forecasting and reporting purposes. This is not always the case at the 
council. As noted above, there are a number of functional reviews underway. 
However, Finance is not represented on each review and whilst they have been 
requested to provide financial information to support these reviews, their lack of ‘a 
seat at the table’ means that this information is not always interpreted correctly.    

 
3.8.3 There are still opportunities to review the provision of some non-statutory services 

to assess if they can be delivered differently or if the standard are which statutory 
services are delivered could be reduced. The specific areas of Adult’s Services, 
Children’s Services, Public Health and Home to School Transport, which account 
for well over two-thirds of all council expenditure, will be considered separately 
below however other examples of the potential to reduce the level of statutory 
services includes areas such as waste, where there is a belief that the council still 
provides a service that exceeds that provided by neighbouring authorities, 
particularly in relation to the frequency of waste collections. Significant effort has 
been made to review this area in previous years and the current year, but this has 
not led to an agreed set of proposals which will enable the required changes to be 
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approved and implemented. The lack of progress in this area means that other 
associated decision which could also lead to savings, such fleet renewal or 
outsourcing have also not been made or implemented.  

 
3.8.4 As noted previously, it is important that projected savings include minimum and 

maximum forecasts by directorate and that RAG-ratings are taken into consideration 
when forecasting the level of savings expected to be delivered during the year. The 
continued modelling and risk assessment of achievability of the savings plans will 
be essential, in particular, how quickly they can be enacted if the council is to 
achieve its savings targets. It will also determine whether the council can reduce 
reliance on use of reserves in order to balance the budget as the latest reserve 
position does not provide the council with sufficient resilience over the medium-term. 

 
3.8.5 One off savings, such a making use of non-recurring grant funding, expenditure 

control and use of vacancy freezes enabled the council to set a balanced budget for 
2024/25 however, £3.71m of previously expected income associated with 
Continuing Health Care is now no longer expected. Part of the current spending 
controls, introduced in October 2023, relate to contracts. They include not letting 
any new contracts and not extending existing contracts beyond the end or break 
point, no discretionary spending on existing contracts in place. Whilst the 
Procurement team have been increasing their efforts on challenging the 
specification of contracts, there is no current monitoring of expenditure against 
contracts due to system constraints and it is widely acknowledged that contract 
management is very poor at Dudley Council. When savings are made as a result of 
contract renewals, Services areas retain the budget and use it locally in other areas. 
Additionally, the expenditure controls were overridden by the Cabinet in January, 
when the decision to let the contract for the build of Penns Meadow School in 
January 2024. This decision was taken by Cabinet against the explicit advice from 
the Section 151 and, due to borrowing requirement for this build, will result in an 
ongoing revenue pressure of ~£1m per year once complete. 

3.9 On the sustainability of council services under particular 
pressure 

 
3.9.1 CIPFA examined in more detail plans to achieve medium term financial sustainability 

within the services that faced particular budgetary pressures in Dudley during 
2023/24.  CIPFA were supported by their expert on social care issues (a former 
Director of Adult Social Care) in making their assessment of financial sustainability 
in Dudley’s Adult Social Care and Children’s Services.  Adult Social Care has 
recently been subject to a finance review by Partners in Care and Health (LGA and 
Directors of Adult social services).  

 
Adult Social Care 

  
3.9.2 Adult Social Care and Children’s Services Directorate staff generally regarded their 

finance support well, although there was a minority view that at the middle level they 
were over stretched and occasionally errors could creep in. The finance review 
concluded there was evidence of positive working between the Service team and 
Finance.   

  
3.9.3 We found that the Director of Adult Social Care had accepted all the proposals of 

the finance review for improvement in financial reporting in his area. This included 
incorporating activity data into financial reporting, ensuring every growth and 
savings proposal had a written robust business case with milestones, increasing the 
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transparency in use of one-off income streams or savings proposals and 
strengthening the peer challenge process to review growth and savings proposals.  

  
3.9.4 We found the service were fully aware that its actions can, and will, have an impact 

on the corporate health of the council in that 40% of the council budget is in adult 
social care provisions.  The service reports that all non-statutory offers have been 
removed including meals services etc. 

  
3.9.5 Whilst there is a relatively recently written Dudley Market Sustainability Plan (MSP) 

(March 2023), the finance review noted it was not clear how the service changes 
described in this are factored into financial planning for the service and the MTFS. 

  
3.9.6 Relative to the average for councils, the service does not have a history of high 

savings targets and or delivery up to 2023/24. For 2024/25 the savings target is 
comparable to national figures (at around 5%).  This highlighted the need to review 
savings proposed and ensure robust business cases are developed at the outset 
(including key milestones) and a strong tracking mechanism is in place. We note the 
low level of savings planned for 2025/26 (£1.2m) and absence of any savings in the 
MTFS for 2026/27.  

  
3.9.7 There has been a new chair of the external safeguarding board appointed for 

external scrutiny which seems to be a positive development. It may be timely to use 
her arrival to consider a review of thresholds to see why Dudley has the second 
highest adult safeguarding referrals in the West Midlands after Stoke-on-Trent. 

  
3.9.8 We found staff are clear about the priorities, and it is evident that time is being given 

to preparing for the future CQC Inspection in terms of meeting regulatory 
requirements regarding assessments, annual reviews deprivation of liberty and 
safeguards, alongside generally good performance. 

  
3.9.9 Our review noted that Dudley’s spend on younger adults was more than average. 

The council accept that market shaping and therefore efficiency might be better, The 
Director accepts that the data suggests that Dudley has been following old fashioned 
approaches to supporting younger adults.  The council is now using the Better Lives 
tool to review aspects of its approach however staff do not agree that they can see 
the opportunities to cut spending for younger people in the way described. They feel 
that they have a low base and therefore not a lot of opportunity for efficiency in terms 
of the market. If this is the case, then an increased focus on reducing demand by 
planning for maximum client independence is required. 

  
3.9.10 Market management for younger adults with disability could be informed by an even 

more rigorous ‘single plan’ approach for younger adults from the age of 14 years to 
maximise independence. Planning for specialist PA support availability is important. 

  
3.9.11 The council may wish to review its workforce development strategy and explore 

whether there are opportunities to share training and recruitment strategies, either 
in an integrated way with NHS or with Black Country Partners.  HR staff are 
seemingly offering a more traditional and reactive model. This comment may align 
with the LGA, Adult Social Care Use of Resources review which suggested that 
actions were transactional rather than transformational. 

  
3.9.12 Whilst improvement planning for adults with disabilities is evident in Dudley, the 

disability area in adults social care probably needs a high level of focus on cost 
avoidance/ savings due to its rising cost. It needs to be structurally linked to planning 
the mitigations for the overspends on the High Needs block, and there is a need to 
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benchmark and strengthen the new commissioning strategies and therefore the 
market management. 

  
3.9.13 On Transport for adults with disability, the council is Care Act compliant, in that if 

there is a need it will be provided. There appears to be only one taxi firm with the 
disability facilities to transport these clients and therefore costs are very high. Staff 
have ideas on a ‘not for profit solution’ which may be worth following up. 

  
Children’s Services 

  
3.9.14 Plans, strategies and performance tables on children’s social care were all provided 

readily and are updated, focused and sound, and areas where improvement is 
required clearly marked. 

  
3.9.15 Dudley have planned for a slowing down in growth in the Children’s budget in 

2025/26 and 2026/27. We note that there was over £7.8m of growth in the budget 
for 2024/25, but only growth of £2.7m the following year and another £2m the year 
after. 

  
3.9.16 The predominant MTFS saving in children’s social care is the continued effective 

implementation of the Family Safeguarding Model (£540k annually), developed and 
supported through DFE social care improvement funds, which has paid for 
consultancy advice from the Hertfordshire Family Safeguarding Unit. The level of 
savings to be achieved were identified as part of the original bid to do the work. 
Dudley have worked with Hertfordshire council in specifying and monitoring delivery. 
Savings are closely monitored at the Children’s Leadership Team meetings. Dudley 
have commissioned the University of Birmingham to conduct a longitudinal 
evaluation that will examine the achievement of outcomes, including financial. 

  
3.9.17 This implementation of Family Safeguarding has followed the model exactly, with 

good take up of motivational interviewing, the adoption of the multi-agency teams 
and the increased use of the ‘workbook’ which, whilst it is a recording tool, is 
fundamental to staff and partner understanding of the family journey to self-
sufficiency and avoidance of care. This has a direct and effective knock-on outcome 
on budget management.   

  
3.9.18 Data shows that the number of children in care are coming down, as are those on 

child protection plans. This strategy relies on low children’s social care caseloads 
for staff, and care must be taken with this to ensure that case-holding numbers for 
social workers do not drift up. There is some minor evidence of this happening as 
vacancy pressures ensue.   

 
3.9.19 As family safeguarding becomes even further embedded there will be a need to 

keep an eye on capacity and recruitment in the early help and family support teams. 
The ability of these workers to take families following step down from statutory social 
care is crucial to the savings projected in the model. 

  
3.9.20 The regional adoption agency, Adoption @ Heart is a Black Country agency hosted 

by Wolverhampton. Staff report that this is increasingly effective, but not yet as 
strong as it could be. Given that it has been in place since 2018, with a view to 
promote efficiency, a value for money review could be timely. This review, coupled 
with recent attempts by the Court Service to improve their own performance, may 
promote future efficiencies in terms of faster permanent solutions on adoption for 
children who have been waiting longest.  
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Public Health 

  
3.9.21 Support from, and the work with, the Director of Public Health (DPH) and her team 

is evident in the directorates, particularly Children’s Service’s where Family 
Safeguarding has been funded. It is acknowledged that the outcomes for residents 
e.g. obesity and education outcomes, are poor. The Director of Adults Services is 
carrying out a review of the Public Health Grant, and whilst staff think that it is 
possible that up to a £1m could be liberated from a further stretching of the grant 
towards more general objectives. it is important to keep the DPH on board with this.  

  
3.9.22 There does seem to be a reach across from the DPH into council priorities, including 

reduction of dental caries, school readiness and rehydration in older people’s 
homes.  All these programmes are very traditional, however, and it may be worth 
looking at other councils to see if they are funding different innovations in 
partnerships, for example in Artificial Intelligence, to promote cost avoidance.  

  
3.9.23 The DPH and DAS have a good reach into the Integrated Care System (ICS) and 

the NHS generally but is possible that not all opportunities for funding and grants 
are being exploited there. Benchmarking of the payments and monies made from 
the ICS to neighbouring councils may be helpful. 

  
3.9.24 When questioned about connection with regional government, compared to other 

councils, staff were unusually unaware of the priorities and operations of regional 
government and its opportunities. 

  
Home to School Transport 

  
3.9.25 Common with a number of councils, an area of budgetary pressure in Dudley during 

2023/24 was the Home to School budget. At one point during the year, the budget 
was projected to be exceeded by £1m. At the actual year end, the overspend was 
£730k.  

  
3.9.26 The council have been engaged in the Delivering Better Value programme in 

support of improving management of their Special Educational Needs and 
Disabilities (SEND) support. As a result, the council now have developed more 
sophisticated analysis of their current and forecast demand. Demand is expected to 
fall as they reduce the number of children with Education, Health and Care Plans 
(EHCPs). 

  
3.9.27 The council have taken a number of steps to address pressures. These include 

changes to policies for the under-5s which have made access more restrictive. The 
council are also considering reducing the offer to SEND students for travel to 
college. From this September the offer to post-16 children will also be reduced.    

  
3.9.28 The council also retendered all routes last year and have built in inflationary 

increases which will help to bring down future potential overspend.   
  
3.9.29 The council expects to model routes later this year to see if they can be rationalised. 

It has also worked with one special school to fund the schools’ drivers and vans to 
provide transport at a considerable saving. This is a model they are considering for 
other special schools. 
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3.10 On moving towards a strategic, joined-up transformation 
programme with a transparent monitoring of benefits 
realisation.  
 
3.10.1 Transformational activity is taking place in. The key areas of current activity are: 
 

• Digital Transformation: The council has outlined a digital strategy aimed at 
enhancing internal operations and service delivery through automation and the use 
of technology. This includes partnerships with organisations like ArvatoConnect to 
automate processes such as accounts payable, which is expected to reduce costs 
and improve efficiency. 

 

• Commercial Strategy: The MTFS highlights the importance of developing a 
commercial culture within the council to maximize existing income and generate new 
revenue streams. This strategy is designed to support the delivery of the council 
Plan and the Borough Vision, and it aims to ensure financial sustainability by making 
the council more commercially oriented. 

 

• Transformation and Innovation: As noted previously, the council will use flexible 
capital receipts to fund transformation projects and achieve ongoing savings. This 
approach is intended to ensure that the council can maintain service quality while 
operating more efficiently and effectively. Key elements of transformation which will 
be funded in this manner are organisational redesign and the movement towards a 
Target Operating Model (TOM), continuation of the Programme Delivery Office, 
implementation of the council’s Estates Strategy and the Unit 4 cloud migration. 

 
3.10.2 Whilst these areas of activity exist, there is no overarching transformation strategy 

for Dudley Council nor is there a clear linkage between the expected benefits of 
transformational activity and the council’s MTFS. Additionally, historically there has 
been no clear reporting of what savings have arisen from transformational activity 
nor whether then benefits expected from the up-front investment in transformation 
have been realised. Consensus through interviews confirmed the savings 
associated with the previous transformation change had not been identified with 
sufficient granularity and that benefits management is not sufficiently robust. As 
noted previously, overall, the council does not have a record of delivering savings in 
their entirety. 

  
3.10.3 Discussions with senior members of Finance indicate that there is an understanding 

of where transformational projects are failing to deliver their expected benefits or 
where initiatives which are intended to provide commercial benefits are not doing 
so, however the financial monitoring reports to Cabinet are not sufficiently detailed 
to enable Members to identify where this is the case nor allow them to provide 
effective scrutiny and oversight of this area. A recent example includes reporting on 
the energy from waste project, where there was a forecast income shortfall of £652k 
for 2023/24 compared to the expected financial benefit set out in the business case 
reported in the Medium Term Financial Strategy report to Cabinet in January 2024. 
The only mention of this was the brief text ‘Energy from Waste £808k (of which PPA 
income shortfall £652k’, set out in the table in Appendix A, as detailed over: 
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Figure 2– Excerpt of Environment Forecast Revenue Outturn 2023/24 from January 2024 
Cabinet Report 
 

 
 
3.10.4 Whilst the flexible use of capital receipts to fund transformation is reasonable, this 

is not supported by a clear explanation of the expected benefits of this investment 
in the MTFS nor inclusion of any projected savings arising from these projects.   

 
3.10.5 The implementation of a new TOM is ambitious and will need careful monitoring by 

the council with clear resourcing plans. There will need to be a focus on process 
improvement to reflect the new structure, clear programme management and 
realistic expectations on the time needed to embed transformation. As well as the 
implementation of a TOM, there is a need to deliver structural reform across the 
council and its individual services. Transformation needs to be on-going. 

 
3.10.6 Whilst the council has introduced the Family Safeguarding Model which promotes a 

multi-agency approach to child protection, given the percentage of the council’s 
overall expenditure that is accounted for by Children’s and Adults services and the 
persistent overspends in these areas, further transformation in these areas will be 
important in order to move the council to a financially sustainable footing. 

 
We would make the following recommendations based on our review. 
 
3.10.7 The council needs to: 
  
• Develop its detailed 2025/26 budget plans including detailed savings plans, as a matter 

of urgency. 

• Make sure the MTFS and savings plans are linked to council strategies and are 
considered in terms of their impact on the council as a whole, rather than being 
considered individually. 

• Recognise the need for some difficult decision making and then sticking to those 
decisions in delivering the MTFS and moving to an appropriate target operating model. 

• Renew effort to ensure that there is a common and consistent understanding of where 
the organisation is headed and what the priorities are. 

• Clarify the governance processes and accountabilities for identifying delivering and 
monitoring savings and scrutinising budget growth. 

• Develop processes to achieve greater consistency in RAG ratings across the council. 
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• Develop a culture of more corporate challenge over delivery of savings. 

• Develop a stronger political strategy to take the riskier decisions which have previously 
been avoided. 

• Review the treatment of CHC income as a test example of whether there should be 
agreed due diligence thresholds in including savings or income in budget plans. 

• Ensure that sufficient resources and are put in place to ensure the upgrade of the 
Finance system delivers the desired benefits in a timely manner. 

• Develop a programme to improve contract management across the council. 

• Establish targets and associated monitoring in relation to reducing off contract spend. 

  
3.10.8 Adult Social Care need to: 
  
• Ensure there are robust business cases in place for all savings proposals covering the 

period of the MTFS. 

• Review in particular the scope for increasing the scale of savings currently proposed in 
the MTFS for 2025/26 and 2026/27. 

• Align the Dudley Market Sustainability Plan and the MTFS so there is clear read across 
between the changes identified in the former and the ASC budget and savings identified 
in the latter. 

• Explore whether there are opportunities to share training and recruitment strategies, 
either in an integrated way with NHS or with Black Country Partners.   

  
3.10.9 Children’s Services need to: 

  
• Consider whether the planned reduction in growth pressure in 2025/26 and 2026/27 are 

realistic and reflect sufficiently sophisticated modelling.   

• Monitor the capacity and recruitment in the early help and support teams as savings in 
the safeguarding model depend on their work. 

• Review with partners the performance and costs of the regional adoption centre. 

  
3.10.10 Public health should: 
  
• Benchmark payments and monies made from the ICS to neighbouring councils to 

ensure all opportunities for funding and grants are being exploited. 

• Engage early with nascent regional government. 

3.11 On the efficiency of service delivery, including against 
comparator Local Authorities, sector metrics and wider public 
sector metrics. 
 
3.11.1 In assessing the efficiency of service delivery, including against other councils, we 

have used benchmarking information derived from CIPFA statistics and the 
Financial Resilience Index (FRI). Some of the data should be treated with caution 
and there will probably be particular circumstances relevant to the council that need 
to be considered. However, these may warrant further investigation by the council. 
Figure 3 shows a high-level summary of the position, using the resilience index and 
appropriate analysis follows for other indicators. It uses nearest neighbour analysis 
where appropriate2 Figures relate to 2022/23. 

 

 
2  The nearest neighbour analysis features 40 metrics that use a wide range of social‐economic indicators. 

The tool is designed to interpret results and assess how the statistical distance between other authorities 
arises. It allows authorities to see how the statistical relationship between a council and its statistical relevant 
neighbours has changed 
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Figure 3. CIPFA Financial Resilience Index - Financial stress indicators 
 

 
 
3.11.2 It is important to consider this material in the context of the council’s wider 

performance, service effectiveness, inspection ratings and its established MTFS. 
The council may want to consider how it uses some of this comparative information 
to inform future budget reports and savings opportunities, including ‘what if?’ 
modelling in key service areas. Further analysis is also available in published CIPFA 
Value for Money (VFM) toolkits. 

 
Net revenue and service expenditure 
 

• Dudley’s net current expenditure came in around the 53rd percentile of its 

statistical neighbours and 40th percentile of its geographical nearest neighbours’ 

group in 2022/23. On a per head basis, however, Dudley’s net current 

expenditure was the lowest in the group last year and was 6% below the group 

average.  

 

• Around 43% of the council’s net expenditure on services is allocated to 

Education Services, almost 14% is allocated to Childrens Social Care and 

almost 23% is allocated to Adult Social Care. Expenditure on these services 

accounts for around 80% of the council’s total expenditure. Expenditure on 

Education Services in Dudley is 16% above the statistical neighbours' average 

and spending of Adults Social Care is 10% above the group average.  

 

• The authority spends significantly less than average on Housing Services (-

57%) and Central Services (-57%) but significantly more on Planning and 

Development (68%). 

 

• Per person, compared to the group average, Dudley spends an extra £10.65 

per citizen on Planning and Development than its statistical neighbours and 

£13.59 per citizen compared to its geographical neighbours. 

 
Financial Resilience Indicators 

 

• Dudley Council is judged to be relatively ‘Higher Risk’ for three of the Index’s 
indicators: level of reserves, the ratio of interest payable to net revenue 
expenditure and gross external debt. 

 
• The reserves sustainability measure indicator is the ratio between the current 

level of reserves and the average change in reserves in each of the past three 
years. Whilst the resilience index shows that Dudley Council is low risk, this is 
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because reserves increased between 2021/22 and 2022/23. In this indicator, a 
negative value (which implies reserves have increased) or one greater than 100 
is recoded to 100. In absolute terms, as noted above, Dudley has a low level of 
reserves compared to its near neighbours. Dudley Council’s reserves to income 
ratio ranks among the lowest at the group at just 11%. 
 

• Conversely, the council is deemed to be at ‘Lower Risk’ for two indictors: council 
Tax Requirement as a proportion of Revenue Expenditure, and Growth Above 
the Baseline, calculated as the difference between baseline funding level and 
retained rates income, over baseline funding level. 
 

Debt, Borrowing and Capital Expenditure: 
 

• At £715,258k, Dudley council holds the fourth largest amount of external debt 

among its nearest neighbours, however this figure is around two and a half times 

Dudley’s net revenue expenditure for that year. 

 

• Dudley has an interest payable to net revenue expenditure percentage of 9%. 

This is the third highest percentage above neighbouring authorities with only 

Rotherham and Southend of Sea having higher indicators. 

 

• Dudley Council’s debt to income ratio is 174%, significantly higher than the 

median for the group of 113%. 

 

• As noted previously, the low level of reserves means the council’s reserves to 

income ratio ranks the lowest at the group at just 11%. As such, Dudley’s peers 

typically hold more reserves compared to the scale of their financial operation. 

This is illustrated in the chart below. 

 
Figure 4: Debt and Reserves relative to Income 

 

 
 

Income is calculated as council tax requirement and business rates plus sales, fees, and charges 

from the Revenue Outturn Summary (RS). Total service expenditure also comes from the Revenue 

Summary. 

Debt is gross external debt at 31st March 2023, taken from the COR form (Capital Outturn Return). 

Reserves are calculated as the sum of earmarked and unallocated reserves at 31st March 2023, 

from the Revenue Summary. 
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Overall indicator assessment 

 
3.11.3 The analysis does indicate some areas worthy of further review, particularly the 

need to keep a focus on expenditure in Childrens and Adults Services, given the 
proportion of the council’s total service expenditure they account for, and confirms 
the need to maintain a close eye on reserve levels and savings opportunities.  

 
 
  



 

24 

Commercial in confidence 

4. CAPITAL PROGRAMME and ASSETS/DEBTS 

4.1 On the capital programme, assets and debt 
 

Capital programme 
 
4.1.1 The council has a governance framework for managing its capital programme, which 

is set out in the Annual Governance Statement and other strategic documents. The 
Capital Strategy outlines the council’s approach to managing its capital assets. It 
provides a plan for prioritizing and delivering capital investment projects. This 
strategy is updated annually to allow alignment with the council’s priorities and 
respond to changing circumstances. The governance of the capital programme 
involves several key bodies within the council. Full Council holds ultimate 
accountability for approving the capital programme, while the Cabinet and relevant 
committees provide oversight and strategic direction.  

 
4.1.2 Whilst the above framework is in place, there is a view that the Capital Strategy is 

not well understood or used when determining the actual capital programme, and 
that there is not a golden thread linking the capital programme to the council’s 
priorities. There is no clear strategic leadership in the process of bringing the 
disparate ‘asks’ from across the organisation into a prioritised, affordable capital 
programme. 

 
4.1.3 The original capital programme approved for 2024/25 is shown below. 
 
Figure 5: Projected capital expenditure3 
 
 

 2022/23 2023/24 2024/25 2025/26 2026/27 

 £m £m £m £m £m 

 Actual 
Revised 
Estimate 

Revised 
Estimate 

Revised 
Estimate 

Revised 
Estimate 

Non-HRA 41.4 66.3 71.1 49.7 29.2 

HRA 57.9 58.0 87.4 92.3 93.4 

      

Total 99.3 124.3 158.5 142.0 122.6 

 
 
4.1.4 As can be seen from the above table, despite the Council’s significant financial 

issues, the expected capital non-HRA capital expenditure in 2024/25 is £4.8m more 
than 2025/26, and, as noted previously, despite the spend controls introduced in 
October 2023, the council overrode these controls to approve the contract for the 
build of the Pens Meadow School in January 2024, which will require borrowing of 
~£13.9m over several financial years and will result in an estimated revenue cost of 
£0.75m per year from 2025/26 onwards.  

 
4.1.5 As a result of the significant capital programme, the council’s Capital Financing 

Requirement (CFR) (the council’s underlying need to borrow to fund its capital 
expenditure once other sources of funding such as grants, capital receipts and 
review have been taken into account) will continue to grow across the medium-term.  

 

 
3Figures taken from Joint Report of the Deputy Chief Exectu9ive and Director of Finance and Legal to Cabinet 
on 15th February 2024 
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Figure 6: Projected Capital Financing Requirement 
 

 2022/23 2023/24 2024/25 2025/26 2026/27 

 £m £m £m £m £m 

 Actual 
Revised 
Estimate 

Revised 
Estimate 

Revised 
Estimate 

Revised 
Estimate 

Non-HRA 256.2 264.9 288.9 299.1 297.7 

HRA 474.8 483.8 502.8 524.5 563.7 

      

Total 731.0 748.7 791.6 823.6 861.4 

 
4.1.6 An increase in the council’s CFR will result an increase to the amount of Minimum 

Revenue Provision the council needs to make and a corresponding revenue 
pressure. Given the need for the council to identify savings to avoid a requirement 
to issue a Section 114, a review of the current capital programme should be 
undertaken to ensure it is a prioritised, justifiable, and affordable programme. 

 
4.1.7 Monitoring of the capital programme is reported to every meeting of the Cabinet, 

unless it is ‘a quiet month’. The focus of the reporting is to obtain approval for any 
new schemes or changes to schemes, plus an update on the expenditure on 
ongoing major schemes. There is no update on progress towards meeting delivery 
milestones alongside the financial information, nor is there an overview of risks to 
delivery of the programme. Given the inflationary pressures and heightened supply 
chain issues that have been experienced in the building sector since the pandemic 
and invasion of Ukraine, Members will require information both on expenditure and 
delivery to understand the interplay between progress being made and overspends 
because of costs exceeding budget in order to provide effective oversight and 
scrutiny of the capital programme. 

 
4.1.8 Progress against the capital programme is impacted by limited capacity in the 

organisation and there is continued slippage. The 2023/24 Revenue and Capital 
Monitoring Report that went to Cabinet in April 2024 stated that the overall 2023/24 
capital budget was revised from £177.4m in June 2023 to £119.8m in April 2024. 
Slippage accounted for £59.3m of that amendment, which equates to slippage of 
33.4% or one third of the original budget. There indicated that there is some 
optimism bias in the delivery programme timescales, however this is unclear when 
there is no routine reporting of delivery to Members, alongside financial reporting.  

 
4.1.9 Receipts from sales of assets play an important role in allowing the council to fund 

its HRA capital programme, with asset sales accounting for 42.7% of funding for 
public sector housing in 2023/24 and an expected 50.6% in 2024/25 and 51.2% in 
2025/26. However, there is no expectation that asset sales will fund non-HRA capital 
expenditure as the council has approved a Full Flexible Use of Capital Receipts 
Strategy to enable it to take advantage of the ability to use capital receipts flexibly 
to fund transformation and service reform. The £2.0m of capital receipts in 2023/24 
and the anticipated further £5.7m of receipts to 2025/26 have been earmarked for 
this purpose. 

 
4.1.10 To date, there has not been a strategic approach to asset disposal, with a lack of 

joined up thinking, however regular meetings between the Corporate Landlord Team 
and Finance have been recently instigated to look at what disposals may be on the 
horizon. This is a work in progress however the aspiration is to ensure that all 
acquisitions and disposals are considered by the group.   
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4.1.11 Consideration of the capital programme in relation to compliance with CIPFA’s 
codes of practice and the management of key treasury and capital risks is 
considered later in this report. 

 
4.1.12 We would make the following recommendations based on our review: 
 

• The council should ensure that the capital strategy is used to ensure the capital 
programme is affordable, sustainable, prioritised and supports the council’s 
priorities and there is clear leadership of the capital planning process.  
 

• In light of the council’s financial challenges, a review of the current capital 
programme should be undertaken to ensure it is a prioritised, justifiable, and 
affordable programme. 

 

• The council should identify the areas where it may need further capacity to 
support the delivery, monitoring and reporting of its capital programme, including 
facilitating the provision of reporting on delivery of projects alongside financial 
information.  

 

• The council should continue to build on the emerging arrangements to take a 
council-wide approach to acquisitions and disposals to ensure that these are 
taken in a strategic manner and with the consideration of the council’s financial 
position uppermost in any decision making. 

  

Treasury Management 
 
4.1.13 Dudley Council's Treasury Management practices are set with the aim to effectively 

manage various financial risks. As part of this report, we have undertaken 
assessment of the Treasury Management Strategy and statement, alongside 
analysis of the Capital Programme, both within the context of Dudley’s MTFS. The 
aim of the assessment is to comment on the compliance of Dudley’s strategies with 
CIPFA’s codes of practice and provide high level commentary on the policies 
established to manage key treasury and capital risks in Dudley’s context and the 
wider macroeconomic environment.  

 
4.1.14 Generally, the two key risks facing most local authorities from a treasury 

management lens are interest rate risk and credit risk. Credit risk is mitigated 
through counterparty criteria, ensuring investments only in entities with sufficiently 
high credit quality and interest rate risk is managed by both setting prudential 
indicators and adhering to the council's detailed Treasury Policy Statement. Regular 
updates and both operational and strategic adjustments based on economic 
forecasts and interest rate expectations would further aid in risk mitigation. 
Anticipation of interest rate reductions through 2025, will further influence borrowing 
and investment strategies for all council’s. 

 
4.1.15 A review of the Treasury Strategy and Capital Programme confirm: 
 

• Prudential indicators and treasury management parameters are set in 

compliance with CIPFA guidelines and Codes of Practice. The council sets and 

adheres to several prudential indicators that ensure their debt levels are 

sustainable and prudent as per the CIPFA Code. 

• There is a clear emphasis on security, liquidity, and yield maximisation (in that 

order) in investment strategies, adhering to high credit quality standards as set 

out in the CIPFA Treasury Management Code of Practice. 

• The council has implemented strategies to manage credit risk and interest rate 

risk. Investments are only made with entities that meet high credit quality 
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standards, and borrowing and investment activities are planned to minimize 

interest rate risk. 

• The Strategy is reviewed and approved annually by the Audit and Standards 

Committee, and subsequently by the full council. For 2024/25, it was approved 

on 26th February 2024. 

• The council sets an authorised limit and an operational boundary for external 

debt, ensuring borrowing remains within prudent and sustainable levels. 

• The council strategy references and adopts the CIPFA’s Treasury Management 

Code of Practice and the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities 

(DLUHC) guidance.  

• The strategy is based on advice from external treasury advisors (Link Asset 

Services), ensuring that it is tailored to meet the specific needs of the council. 

This approach leverages external expertise while maintaining internal 

responsibility for decisions. 

• The council undertakes regular reviews of its treasury management strategy, 

adjusting it as needed based on expert external advice and market conditions. 

 

Treasury Management Strategy Performance 
 
4.1.16 Dudley Council’s Treasury Management Strategy, as detailed in the Treasury 

Management report, shows the council’s approach for the management of the 
council's cash flows, investments, and borrowings. For the financial year 2023/24 
up to December 2023, the treasury activities included necessary borrowings and 
prudent investments that adhered to established credit-worthiness criteria. The 
strategy aimed achieved a balance between optimizing returns and managing risks, 
with investment returns averaging 3.87% and a notable avoidance of risky 
commercial investments, in line with HM Treasury's updated guidelines. This 
demonstrates a robust performance of the Treasury Management Strategy in 
maintaining financial stability and liquidity while securing reasonable returns. 

 
Key Highlights of 2023/24 Treasury Activities 

 
• Average investments of £34.9 million, yielding returns at an average rate of 

3.87%, peaked at a 5.14% rate by year-end. 

• Long-term borrowing averaged £618.9 million with an interest rate of 3.92%. 

• Short-term loans were utilized primarily for cash flow management, totalling £3 

million with rates between 5.60% and 5.70%. 

• Notable shifts in external borrowing and investment rates in response to the 

economic climate, particularly influenced by the Bank of England’s base rate 

maintenance at 5.25%. 

4.1.17 The council have clearly taken a security, liquidity and yield approach in compliance 
with the Treasury Management Code of Practice. Investment activity has  been with 
usually highly creditworthy counterparties and the UK DMO’s DMAF account. Whilst 
a risk adverse approach is appropriate, investment performance will mean a ‘cost of 
carry’ will be incurred as the future need to borrow will become greater with both the 
exhaustion of internal cash resources and needs to finance the capital programme.  

 
2024/25 Treasury Strategy Statement 
 
4.1.18 The council's Treasury Management practices are set with the aim to effectively 

manage various financial risks. Credit risk is mitigated through counterparty criteria, 
ensuring investments only in entities with high credit quality. Interest rate risk is 
managed by setting prudential indicators and adhering to the council's detailed 
Treasury Policy Statement. Regular updates and strategic adjustments based on 
economic forecasts and Bank of England rate expectations further aid in risk 
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mitigation. Anticipation of interest rate reductions through 2025, will be further 
influencing borrowing and investment strategies. 

 

• Prudential indicators and treasury management parameters set in compliance 

with CIPFA guidelines. 

• Emphasis on security, liquidity, and yield maximization in investment strategies, 

adhering to high credit quality standards. 

 

Compliance with CIPFA Treasury Management Code of Practice  
 
4.1.19 The council's treasury management practices are aligned with the CIPFA Treasury 

Management Code of Practice. Key areas of compliance include: 
 

• Risk Management: The council has implemented comprehensive strategies to 

manage credit risk and interest rate risk. Investments are only made with entities 

that meet high credit quality standards, and borrowing and investment activities 

are planned to minimize interest rate risk. 

• Prudential and Treasury Indicators: The council sets and adheres to several 

prudential indicators that ensure their debt levels are sustainable and prudent, as 

per the CIPFA Code. 

• Legal and Regulatory Framework: The strategy adheres to the Local 

Government Act 2003 and other regulatory guidelines, ensuring legal compliance 

in all treasury activities. 

• Performance and Strategy Review: The council undertakes regular reviews of 

its Treasury Management Strategy, adjusting it as needed based on expert 

external advice and market conditions. 

 

Borrowing Strategy 
 
4.1.10 The council’s approach to borrowing strategy is aimed at balancing present needs 

with future affordability. A review of the strategy highlighted the following key 
challenges: 

 

• Current Borrowing Levels and Costs: As of December 2023, the council has 

long-term borrowings amounting to £618.9 million, with an average interest rate 

of 3.92%. Short-term borrowing has been utilized primarily for cash flow 

management with recent loans having higher interest rates (5.60% and 5.70% 

for durations of 14 days). 

 

• Future Borrowing Needs: There is an anticipated need for further borrowing 

of approximately £40 million by the end of the 2023/24 financial year, mainly 

driven by cash flow needs and capital spending which will replace internal 

borrowing with external loans. This is in addition to managing the maturing 

profiles of existing debt. 

 

Exposure to Interest Rate Risk 
 

• Interest Rate Forecasting: The council’s treasury advisors predict a gradual 

decrease in interest rates through 2024 and 2025. This is expected to impact 

borrowing costs positively in the medium term, with short-term rates expected 

to fall from 5.25% in early 2024 to 3.75% by March 2025. This suggests a 

favourable borrowing environment in the near future, potentially reducing the 

cost of new and refinanced debt. 
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• Interest Rate Risk Management: The strategy includes maintaining a mix of 

fixed and variable rate borrowings. The council has limits on the proportion of 

its debt that can be in variable rates (up to 10% of its total debt), helping to 

manage exposure to sudden rate increases. However, given the expectation of 

falling rates, there might be opportunities to lock in lower rates for longer-term 

borrowing soon. 

 

• Internal vs. External Borrowing: The council has been relying on internal 

borrowing, which will need to be replaced by external borrowing due to 

exhausted internal funds and ongoing capital programs. This transition requires 

careful timing to avoid higher interest costs. 

 

• Liability Benchmark: The below graph shows the liability benchmark for the 

council which clearly demonstrates the council is both under borrowed to its 

anticipated liability benchmark and loans CFR. This is clearly from the strategy 

of relying on internal borrowing with gradual replacement of loans and Minimum 

Revenue Provision (MRP) to replace internal borrowing. However, this leaves 

Dudley with significant interest rate risk in the near future. 

 

Figure 6: Treasury Management Liability Benchmark4 
 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
4.1.11 The council's borrowing strategy appears to be cautious, with a clear focus on 

managing interest rate exposure through a prudent mix of fixed and variable rate 
debts. The forecast decrease in interest rates could reduce future anticipated 
borrowing costs. However, the need to shift from internal to external borrowing to 
finance capital expenditures will increase the pressure on the General Fund if not 
managed carefully within the anticipated favourable rate environment. Continued 

 
4Figures taken from Joint Report of the Deputy Chief Exectu9ive and Director of Finance and Legal to Cabinet 
on 15th February 2024 
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close monitoring of cash flows, interest rates, and regulatory changes will be crucial 
to maintaining financial stability and minimising interest rate risks. 

 
4.1.12 Overall, the council's treasury management activities appear compliant with the 

principles laid out in the CIPFA Treasury Management Code of Practice, focusing 
on prudence, risk management, and legal compliance. However, continuous review 
and adaptation to changing economic conditions and regulatory landscapes will be 
essential to maintain its treasury management practices. 

 

Compliance with Prudential Code and DHLUHC Guidance for Minimum Revenue 
Provision 
 
4.1.13 The Capital Programme monitoring report provides and overview of the council's 

Capital Programme for the fiscal years 2023/24 to 2026/27, focusing on key projects, 
objectives, funding sources, and adherence to the Prudential Code and DLHUC 
guidance. 

 
Key Projects and Objectives 
 
4.1.14 The Capital Programme covers various sectors crucial to community development 

and service enhancement though the linkage between the capital programme and 
the council priorities could be clearer. 

 
4.1.15 As part of the work undertaken CIPFA have reviewed the latest Capital Programme 

Monitoring report which outlines progress in implementing the Capital Programme, 
proposes amendments, and sets out the required Prudential Indicators and Capital 
Strategy for 2024/25. The key elements include: 

 

• Progress with the 2023/24 Capital Programme: Details of expenditure and 

proposed amendments. 

• Prudential Indicators: To be determined by the CIPFA Prudential Code and Local 

Government Act 2003. 

• Updated Capital Strategy: For effective long-term planning and risk management. 

• Minimum Revenue Provision (MRP) Policy: For 2024/25 to ensure prudent debt 

repayment. 

Compliance with the Prudential Code 
 
Prudence 
 
4.1.16 Prudential indicators for 2023/24 to 2025/26 are set in Appendix B of the report. 

These indicators include: 
 

• Estimated and Actual Capital Expenditure: Ensures that planned expenditures 

align with the council’s financial capacity. 

• Capital Financing Requirement (CFR): Measures the underlying need to 

borrow. 

• Gross Debt and CFR: Ensures that borrowing is only for capital purposes. 

• Ratio of Capital Financing Costs to Net Revenue Stream: Assesses 

affordability. 
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Figure 7: Estimated and Actual Capital Expenditure 

 
 
Affordability 
 
4.1.17 The affordability of the council’s capital investment plans is assessed through the 

ratio of capital financing costs to the net revenue stream. This ratio is critical to 
ensure that the council can meet its debt repayment obligations without 
compromising service delivery. 

 
Figure 8: Ratio of Capital Financing Costs to Net Revenue Stream 

 
 
Sustainability and Risk Management 
 
4.1.18 The Capital Strategy (Appendix C) outlines long-term planning and sustainability. 

The key priorities include: 
 

• Public Sector Housing: Investments to improve and maintain housing stock. 

• Private Sector Housing: Financial solutions to assist vulnerable occupiers. 

• Highways and Transport: Maintenance and improvements to infrastructure. 

• Economic Regeneration: Maximizing external funds for key projects. 

 
Figure 9: Capital Financing Requirement (CFR)  
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Risk Management 
 
4.1.19 The report highlights several risks and their management strategies: 
 

• Capital Expenditure Risks: Including project-specific risks and funding uncertainties. 

• Borrowing Risks: Ensured through the council's Treasury Management Strategy. 

• Revenue Risks: Impact on the MTFS and revenue budgets. 

Conclusion 
 
4.1.20 The Capital Programme Monitoring report demonstrates compliance with the 

Prudential Code by setting and monitoring key indicators that ensure prudence, 
affordability, and sustainability. The updated Capital Strategy and MRP Policy 
further strengthen the council's approach to managing financial risks associated with 
capital investments. The attached graphs provide a visual representation of the 
financial data, supporting the analysis of compliance. 

 
Assessment of the Council’s Minimum Revenue Provision (MRP) Policy Against DLHUC 
Guidance 
 
4.1.21 Minimum Revenue Provision (MRP) is a statutory requirement for local authorities 

to set aside revenue each year to repay the borrowing costs of their capital 
expenditure. The Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLHUC) 
provides guidance on setting MRP, which is designed to ensure that local authorities 
manage their borrowing responsibly and sustainably. 

 
DLHUC Guidance Overview 
 
4.1.22 The DLHUC guidance on MRP, outlines several methods for calculating MRP, 

emphasizing prudence and sustainability. The key principles are: 
 

• MRP should be prudent: Local authorities must ensure that their debt repayment 

schedules are affordable and sustainable. 

• Clear methodology: The chosen MRP method should be clearly explained and 

justifiable. 

• Transparency: Authorities must publish their MRP policy annually and ensure it 

is understandable to stakeholders. 

• Flexible approaches: Authorities can choose from four recommended methods 

or propose their own, provided they align with the prudence principle. 

4.1.23 The four recommended methods are: 
 

• Regulatory Method: Based on Capital Financing Requirement (CFR) excluding 

certain adjustments. 

• CFR Method: 4% of the CFR. 

• Asset Life Method: Repayment spread over the asset's useful life, using either 

the equal instalment method or the annuity method. 

• Depreciation Method: Based on depreciation accounting for the relevant asset. 
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The Council's MRP Policy 
 
4.1.24 The Council’s MRP policy for 2024/25, as outlined in the Capital Programme 

Monitoring report, specifies: 
 

• MRP for all borrowing and credit arrangements will be calculated on an annuity 

basis over the initial estimated life of the relevant assets. This is consistent with 

the policy used in 2023/24. 

Compliance with DLHUC Guidance 
 
1. Prudence 

The council’s use of the annuity basis for calculating MRP is prudent. The annuity 

method ensures that MRP charges are spread in a way that reflects the asset's useful 

life, aligning with the principle of intergenerational equity where current and future 

taxpayers share the repayment burden fairly. 

2. Clear Methodology 

The policy clearly states the use of the annuity basis over the asset’s life, providing a 

straightforward and understandable method. This approach is suitable for assets 

generating long-term benefits, as it matches repayment costs with the periods in which 

benefits are received. 

3. Transparency 

The council publishes its MRP policy annually as part of its Capital Programme 

Monitoring report, ensuring transparency. The policy is explained in clear terms, 

allowing stakeholders to understand the rationale behind the chosen method. 

4. Flexibility 

While the council adopts the annuity basis, which is one of the recognised approaches 

under DLHUC guidance, it retains the flexibility to adjust the policy if needed. This 

flexibility is important for adapting to changing financial circumstances or project 

specifics. 

5. Consistency with Recommended Methods 

The annuity method is a recognized variant of the Asset Life Method recommended by 

the DLHUC. This method is appropriate for assets providing long-term value, ensuring 

that repayment schedules are in line with the asset’s useful life. 

Conclusion 
 
4.1.25 The Council’s MRP policy for 2024/25 aligns well with DLHUC guidance. By using 

the annuity basis, the policy ensures that debt repayments are prudent, transparent, 

and spread appropriately over the life of the assets. This approach supports the 

council’s objectives of maintaining financial sustainability and managing debt 

responsibly. The annual publication and clear explanation of the policy further 

enhance its transparency and accountability. However, as indicated earlier, this 

does not constitute an audit opinion on the council’s MRP policy and application 

thereof.  
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5. FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT 

5.1 On financial decision-making 
 
5.1.1 We found a shortage of evidence of discussion and agreement within the CMT which 

on occasion leads to a lack of clear accountable financial decision-making.   This 
clarity is important both internally to build consensus on decisions that have been 
made and to provide transparency externally too.  

 
5.1.2 In a number of services, we found strategies were old, weak or disregarded.   Some 

progress is being made, for example in the recent agreement to a regeneration 
strategy.  And we recognise the difficulty in developing strategy in modern fast-
moving circumstances.  But the absence of robust jointly agreed service and central 
strategies addressing current and anticipated future issues and containing clear 
financial and management information leads to short-termism and the risk of being 
blown off-course.  

 
5.1.3 Where strategies are not in place, they should be developed to ensure that when 

decisions around prioritisation 
 
5.1.4 Overall, while Member and Officer understanding is clearer on the requirement to 

focus on financial resilience, actual decision making still does not always reflect this 
objective. Difficult decisions have been reversed or ‘the can has been kicked down 
the road’.  An example of this is the decision to go ahead with the Pens Meadow 
School, despite this decision being made after the council had imposed supposedly 
strict spending controls.   We understand the decision to go ahead with the school 
will entail an additional £1 million in revenue borrowing costs each year.  

 
5.1.5 We found some recent examples of Financial Services being excluded from key 

decision making fora including some of the current functional reviews which will be 
crucial in determining the future shape of the council and its finances.   This 
exclusion has the impact of reducing trust between officers but in some cases has 
led to shadow sets of financial information being in circulation.   This is inefficient 
and works against overall mutual financial decision making. 

 
5.1.6 We note that on occasion the S151 Officer opinions have been ignored or have not 

been supported.  In the summer last year amendments were made to the 2023-24 
budget against the express views of the S151.  The S151 also made clear the 
ongoing negative consequences of the decision to go ahead with new capital works 
at Penns Meadow School.  

5.2 On budget setting and accountability  
 
5.2.1 We found that in general budget holders at Director and Head of Service level 

engage well with Financial Services and take responsibility for their budgets.  The 
ability of budget holders below this level is more mixed. 

 
5.2.2 Not all budget holders we interviewed believed they had a full understanding of their 

budget.  Although Financial Services do hold budget meetings with service areas, 
there is no specific formal sign-off by budget holders of their budget at the start of 
the financial year. This would help to bring focus to the budget setting process and 
provide stronger accountability.   As would a more formal lessons learned exercise 
on prior year outcomes to inform agreement of current year budgets.  
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5.2.3 There is no formal induction or training programme for staff members who become 
budget holders or who are new to the council.   Finance relies on coaching budget 
holders on a one-to-one basis.  We found an appetite within Finance to enhance the 
training offer.  

5.3 On financial monitoring and reporting 
 

5.3.1 We found several budget holders who were very content with the monitoring 
information they receive from financial services.   But not all budget holders find the 
reports they receive to be understandable or able to meet their requirements to 
manage their budget effectively.  

 
5.3.2 We found some budget holders frustrated that Finance do not provide a monthly 

and year to date position as part of their reporting pack.  This frustration was more 
prevalent in the Places directorates where there are commercial activities.  Finance 
do not believe they have the resource required to undertake this level of 
sophistication in their reporting.   They also noted that the relative scale of 
commercial activities and funding compared to the growth pressure and overspend 
areas of Adult Social Care and Children’s Services does not warrant prioritisation of 
financial service focus on the former at the expense of the latter.  

 

5.3.3 We examined a sample of financial services reports to CMT, Cabinet and to the 
council.   We found reporting generally to be poor.   The reports are very 
accountancy focused rather than presenting user-friendly management information.  
There is very little performance, value for money or benchmarking information 
presented. The use of charts, tables and visual presentation needs improvement.  
And there is an absence of stable template or dashboard reporting that would 
provide consistency and familiarity.   

 
5.3.4 During our review the council was developing a new format and template for monthly 

monitoring.   We agree with Financial Services that it would not make sense in the 
context of local government finance to base this on a profit and loss account 
including debtors and creditors (as has been suggested by some senior managers) 
and that a simpler reporting of the revenue position against budget would be better 
suited.   

 
5.3.5 We were told that there have been issues with project budgets.  Often, they have 

been set up without a budget being in place. There has generally been a lack of 
governance around programmes and projects.  A PMO has been operating for a 
couple of years now in response to this problem but there is still a lot of work to be 
done to improve project management and project budgeting. 

5.4 On finance systems, risk management and sources of 
assurance 

 
5.4.1 The outdated and fragmented nature of the council’s IT infrastructure makes 

accurate financial information more manual, time consuming and prone to error. The 
council has plans in place to improve its systems.   A particular issue is that there is 
no automatic interface of information in the separate Servitor, Housing and Finance 
systems which impairs producing accurate forecast for the housing service.  The 
upcoming upgrade to the finance system should be used as an opportunity to 
increase the quantity and quality of information available and to increase the ability 
of budget holders to access transparent, timely financial information through self-
service. 
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5.4.2 We found there was considerable scope to rationalise and reduce the number of 

cost centres and an urgent need to reduce the bureaucracy of recharges and 
provide for more output rather than sectoral budgets.  Financial Services told us they 
have plans in place to review the council’s chart of accounts.   

 
5.4.3 We did not find a strong culture of risk management.  Although a risk management 

identification and reporting process is in place it does not appear to be embedded 
or seriously engage senior officers. The lack of senior ownership or risk systems 
was illustrated by the fact that the considerable recruitment and retention issues had 
been added to the risk register by Internal Audit rather than the HR department. We 
were told that risk reporting categories had been manipulated on one occasion in 
the light of potential external perceptions, rather than evidence of scale of risk.   

 
5.4.4 50% of internal audit reports provide limited assurance.  We were told that this was 

mostly because of governance issues which often had potential financial control 
consequences.  We were also told there was no assurance process across the 
board for managers and directors to be able to have the assurance that their areas 
are delivering and achieving objectives.   

 
5.4.5 Internal Audit told us Dudley is not a very compliant organisation. The council 

struggles to address compliance issues. There’s a culture of non-compliance, mainly 

in relation to following internal policies and procedures. Where control weaknesses 

or issues had been identified in reports or reviews or inspections and these were 
reported to senior management, there was no transparency over the action taken to 
address the weaknesses and no repercussion in the event of governance and 
compliance failures. The sources of assurance and role of internal Audit as part of 
this, including how they are commissioned, requires a further review. 

5.5 On finance as a service 
 
5.5.1 The Financial Services team is led by the Head of Financial Services with a total 

workforce of 66.6 FTE, covering financial and management accounts, transactional 
accounts payable, income management and insurance. The current Medium Term 
Financial Strategy (MTFS) does not include any savings or additional funding for 
Financial Services.  Any funding pressures are currently managed within existing 
resources. 

 
5.5.2 Recruitment of qualified staff has proven very difficult in recent years, which could 

have presented a risk to service delivery.   However, the Head of Financial Services 
introduced a new recruitment initiative and following this the qualified workforce 
establishment is now at 100%, with only 3 vacant non-qualified posts to recruit 
across the whole team.  The only skill gap is in systems and IT.  

 
5.5.3 We found financial services staff regularly meet with budget holders and most 

service principal accountants are part of service directorate boards.  We found less 
support for the role and quality of financial services support amongst the Place 
based services and those services with commercial activities.  More than one officer 
told us there was an “old school” approach within financial services and there 
needed to be more focus on customer support.  

 
5.5.4 We found a lack of trust and mutual understanding between the Financial Services 

team and officers with responsibility for commercial services.   The former told us 
that some of the idiosyncrasies of local government accounting were not understood 
by the latter, such as the fact that depreciation was not a revenue cost to the 
authority.  The latter believed there was more that Financial Services could do to 
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present financial information in a manner that better suited a commercial 
environment.  

 
5.5.5 Financial Services staff identified a number of national, regional and neighbouring 

bodies in which they engaged.  But two service members of staff questioned whether 
there was sufficient awareness of good practice within the service.  Doubt was 
expressed as to whether the authority was following CIPFA guidance on Building 
Control Annual Statements of Finance and whether the authority was making the 
most of cash management of the Section 106 monies held in trust. This also 
extended to concerns about the treatment of certain items within the HRA which also 
should be subject to a separate review. 
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1 Introduction to the CIPFA Financial Management (FM) Model 
 

As part of our reviews of financial sustainability, financial management and governance at 

Dudley MBC we undertook an assessment of the authority against the CIPFA Financial 

Management (FM) model. 

 

The CIPFA FM Model is recognised by HM Treasury (UK) as setting out the fundamentals of 

best practice financial management within a public sector organisation. It has been chosen 

by HM Government (HMG UK) Finance Leadership Group (FLG) as the framework to be used 

for financial management self-assessments. The FM Model uses a scoring system to provide 

an objective measure of financial management performance including the identification of 

strengths and areas for improvement. Importantly, the review measures the whole 

organisation’s attitude to financial management not just the performance of the finance 

team.   

 

The CIPFA FM Model is based on a set of statements of best practice. Each of these 

statements is supported by a series of questions which both explain the scope of the 

statement and help evaluate the extent to which the statement applies to the organisation. 

Survey groups are asked to respond to different statements, depending on their role, with 

the survey being tailored to each survey group.  Surveyees were asked to score each 

statement on a scale of 5.  (See Appendix 1 for full explanation of the model and 

methodology) 

 

The survey groups and the participation levels at Dudley were as follows:  

 

 Type of Officer Invited Participated 

Survey Group 1 Central Finance Staff 5 5 

Survey Group 2 Other Finance Staff 13 12 

Survey Group 3  Senior Service Leads 9 8 

Survey Group 4 Service leads 44 32 

Survey Group 5 Stakeholders 5 3 

Total  76 60 

 

We then moderated the self-assessment on the basis of other evidence we collected through 

interview and through document review and our knowledge of financial management in other 

authorities.  The findings do not have the authority of a financial audit.  They are desk-based 

judgements based on triangulation of surveyees’ self-assessments, comments made by 

surveyees, interviews and examination of documents.  A guide to the assessment scores is 

set down below.  

 

Assessment scores - How far does the best practice statement apply?  

 

Score 
How far does the best practice 

statement apply? 

1 Hardly 

2 Somewhat 

3 Mostly 

4 Strongly 
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2.  Overall summary  

 

2.1 The matrix 

 

The matrix below aggregates assessments for individual statements of best practice in the 

FM Model and summarises CIPFA’s assessment of the Council’s financial management 
arrangements. Using the matrix, the key findings of the review can be summarised across 

the three financial management styles and four management dimensions. Details on 

relevant financial management styles and dimensions can be found in Section 3.3 below.  

 

The scores given in the matrix have been moderated using the responses given by survey 
participants, our findings from the interviews, our document review, and our knowledge of 

the Council. As such, they are based on the totality of the moderated evidence available to 

us. 

 

 Management dimensions 

 

Financial 

management 

styles  

 

Leadership 

(A) 

People 

(B) 

Process  

(C) 

Stakeholders  

(D) 

Delivering 

Accountability (1) 
 

1 3          3 2 

Supporting 
performance (2) 

 

2 2          2             2 

Enabling 
transformation (3) 

 

1 2 1 2 

 

Overall 2 

 

 

2.2.  Overall conclusion 
 
Dudley was assessed against the model overall at 2 with the authority somewhat meeting 

standards in most areas and financial management being reasonable overall.   The three 

cells in which Dudley were assessed hardly to meet the statement standards were in areas 

where the authority has already taken some actions to address weaknesses but it is too 
early to judge whether the actions have addressed them.   

 

On the management dimension of leadership and the financial management style of 

delivering accountability the relatively low assessment was a result of the evidence that 
although there was S151 leadership and a robust theoretical financial accountability 

framework in place, governance failures demonstrated that these strengths had been on 

occasion undermined or circumvented both by Members and other senior leaders on 

important occasions.  And as a result financial decisions had been taken which went against 
the financial sustainability of the authority.   Dudley was also assessed as hardly meeting 

the criteria for financial management leadership in enabling transformation.   This was 

mostly because of the lack of track record in implementing transformation and the history 

of putting off difficult decisions.  

 
On the management dimension of people Dudley was assessed as mostly meeting the 

statement standards against the delivering accountability financial management style.   This 

was because of a financial services team at almost full complement.  We assessed the people 

dimension of the supporting performance style as somewhat meeting the standards.  This 
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was because although there was strong support from the majority of services team officers 

for their role, expertise and support to the services, this support did not extend to the 

commercial team where the financial support provided did not meet expectations.  Our 

report contains recommendations to address this particular issue.     
 

On the management dimension of process the assessment was mostly meetings the 

standards in the delivering accountability financial management style.   This was because of 

strong underpinning financial management processes, although there are some weaknesses 
which are expected to be partly addressed by the new Unit 4 cloud implementation.   We 

assessed the authority less strongly in the supporting performance financial management 

style.   This was largely because of some service dissatisfaction with budgetary and 

information for commercial services made available.   We assessed the process management 
dimension in respect of enabling transformation as hardly meeting the standard statements.   

This was largely because of a perception that the financial services team did not have the 

capacity to support more strategic and transformational financial management tasks such 

as scenario analysis, modelling and forecasting.  And that the service did not have a track 

record of providing well presented and user-friendly financial management information.  
 

On the stakeholder management dimension self-assessment evidence was limited and the 

overall assessments were all that Dudley somewhat meets the standard statements.  A key 

area for improvement was in showing how the Council achieves VFM.  
 

These broad conclusions mask a very granular set of findings against each of the financial 

management model statements which we set out in the next part of this report. On pages 

29 to 32 we set out our suggested practical action plan to help address some of the 
weaknesses identified as a result of the assessment.      
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3.  Detailed assessments against model statements 

 

3.1 Leadership – Delivering accountability   

 

For the Delivering Accountability style there are three statements that consider the elements 

of an effective framework of financial management.  

 

 Self Mod 

Delivering 

Accountability 

L1 

Financial capability is regarded as integral to 

supporting the delivery of the organisation’s objectives. 

The CFO is an active member of the board, is at the 

heart of corporate strategy/business decision making 

and leads a highly visible, influential and supportive 

finance team. 

4    1 

L2 

The organisation has an effective framework of 

financial accountability that is clearly understood and 

applied throughout, from the board through executive 

and non-executive directors to front line service 

managers. 

4    1 

L3 

Within an annual budget setting process the 

organisation’s leadership sets income requirements 

including tax and allocates resources to different 

activities in order to achieve its objectives. The 

organisation monitors the organisation’s financial and 

activity performance in delivering planned outcomes. 

4    3 

 

 

Dudley scored itself highly against L1.   As can be seen below there was a considerable 

range in the marking of the statements underpinning this overall favourable score.  In 

particular the authority marked itself poorly for having clear definitions of shared 

accountabilities and commitments between the finance function and other business areas 

but strongly against the finance staff giving appropriate support and challenge to decision-

makers.  

 



CIPFA review of financial management using the FM Model for Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council       

6 

 

 

It was notable that the relatively high scoring against L1 was not confined to the financial 

staff but extended to service staff and stakeholders.  

 

Survey 

Group 

Finance Service 

Officers 

Stakeholders 

Average 

Score 

4.1 3.15 3.5 

 

We assessed Dudley less strongly. We found some recent examples of Financial Services 

being excluded from key decision making fora including some of the current functional 

reviews which will be crucial in determining the future shape of the Council and its finances.   

This exclusion has the impact of reducing trust between officers but in some cases has led 

to shadow sets of financial information being in circulation.   This is inefficient and works 

against overall mutual financial decision making.   We understand that action has been taken 

to include financial services staff but the impact of changes was not clear at the time of our 

assessment. We also note that on occasion the S151 Officer opinions have been ignored or 

have not been supported.  In the summer last year amendments were made to the 2023-

24 budget against the express views of the S151.  The S151 also made clear the ongoing 

negative consequences of the decision to go ahead with new capital works at Penns Meadow 

School.  

 

On statement L2 and whether the organisation has an effective framework of financial 

accountability Dudley also assessed itself quite strongly against all the underpinning 

statements.  (see below).  There was no marked difference in scoring between survey 

groups.   We moderated the assessment score down in this area.  This was in part because 

of some of the comments made by surveyees which were critical of the practical operation 

of the framework and which appeared to be at odds with the scored assessment.   And in 

part because of the evidence we found of a lack of belief in the service provided by financial 

services amongst the commercial team and the consequent question marks over the 

centrality of the finance function to commercial and business decisions.  We also found 

evidence that the framework was ignored on occasion by members and senior officers.   

Recent decisions by members had been implemented against the advice of finance staff.  
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And finance staff had not been supported as much as they should have been by other senior 

leaders.  

 

Because of the governance issues as Dudley that have meant that financial advice has on 

occasion been ignored or not sought we have assessed statements L1 and L2 as 1 

 

 

 
 

 

 

The box below shows some of the comments raised by survey participants: 

 

 

L2 The organisation has an effective framework of financial accountability that is clearly 

understood and applied throughout, from the board through executive and non-

executive directors to front line managers 

Comments from Finance Comments from Budget Holders and 

stakeholders 

Although, obviously business and politics 

are not always good bed fellows 

 
Depends on Directorate in my 

experience 

The question missing is 'do the board do 

anything differently with the information' - 

the answer being not. 
 

The Cabinet Member for finance was 

dismissive of the auditors concerns. 
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On statement L3 Dudley scored itself three out of five and there were no underpinning 

statements which were scored poorly.  But this area was one in which there was a marked 

variation in the views and assessments of financial services and service staff – the former 

assessing more than 4 and the latter only just 2.    
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L3 Self Assessment scores by different groups 

Survey 

Group 

Finance Service 

Officers 

Stakeholders 

Average 

Score 

4.2 2.05 N/A 

 

This difference in scoring was also reflected in the comments made by surveyess – see 

below. 

 

L3 Within an annual budget setting process the organisation’s leadership sets income 

requirements including tax and allocates resources to different activities in order to 

achieve its objectives. The organisation monitors the organisation’s financial and 

activity performance in delivering planned outcomes 

Comments from Finance Comments from Budget Holders and 

stakeholders 

Some decisions on fees based on 

political acceptability without regard to 
the financial challenge. 

 

The overall MTFS builds in an 

assumption that all F&C are uplifted by x 
% but it's down to specific services / 

directorates to set what is appropriate  - 

taking into account market factors/ 

legislation limitations etc 

 
We only do detailed MTFS annually, but 

we are considering how to model this in 

the future.   

 
As part of MTFS process, although I 

know ensuring that the whole 

management team listen and understand 

has proved difficult for senior colleagues. 
 

Finance and business are not in strategic 

alignment meetings so the onus is on the 
business to ensure alignment of 

resources. 

 

Process happens but it is not robust, very 
little if any sensitivity analysis 

 

Costs are poorly understood so not clear 

that fees are set at a sustainable level 

 
Where commercial have been involved in 

reviewing income lines / fees and charges 

this has then led to more accurate budget 

setting and forecasting e.g. leisure centres 
 

 

We assessed the score as 3.  There is an awareness that there are challenges and a need to 

develop more of a corporate, challenging, and transparent approach from CMT, and the 

wider Council, on budget management. The areas for improvement set out in the 

recommendations made by the Council’s External Auditor are consistent with our findings. 

Some key improvements are required to improve processes and systems for annual 

exercises such as revenue budgeting, capital planning and savings identification, alongside 

ongoing monitoring and reporting. Additionally, some budget holders expressed concerns, 

particularly on access to self-service information on the position against budget and 

usefulness of financial reporting provided by Finance. This is not helped by a lack of SLAs to 

promote financial responsibility across the Council nor the last of a clear and consistent 

communication of budgets to budget holders at the start of the financial year. Action is also 

required the increase the skills in Finance and within Services to ensure effective budgetary 

control. Some of these issues have already been identified and are in progress, such as more 

regular forecast outturn reporting and the planned upgrade to the Finance system which 

should provide additional functionality, others, such as providing finance training to budget 

holders, are currently more aspirational because of resource constraints.   
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3.8 Leadership – Supporting Performance 

 

For the Supporting Performance style there are two statements which consider financial 

planning, financial management strategy and the way financial management expertise is 

used in strategic decision-making.  

 

 Self 
 

Mod 

Supporting 

Performance 

L4 

The organisation has a developed financial strategy to 

underpin medium and longer term financial health. The 

organisation integrates its business and financial 

planning so that it aligns resources to meet current 
and future outcome focussed business objectives and 

priorities. 

 
 

3 

 
 

2 

L5 

The organisation develops and uses 

financial/leadership expertise in its strategic decision-

making and its performance management based on an 

appraisal of the financial environment and cost drivers. 

3 2 

 

 

On statement L4, Dudley scored itself less strongly than most other areas at 3 stars.  Finance 

officers assessed more highly than service officers.  The main reason for the poorer self-

assessment in this area was the poor scoring on linkages between MTFS and corporate 

business plans and strategy and the lack of reprioritisation and not relying on pro-rata cuts.  

 

L4 Self Assessment scores by different groups 

Survey 

Group 

Finance Service 

Officers 

Stakeholders 

Average 

Score 

3.6 2.8 N/A 

 

We moderated the assessment in this area down.   We found a number of weaknesses in 

the alignment of corporate and service planning and financial planning. In a number of 

services, we found strategies were old, weak or disregarded.   Some progress is being made, 

for example in the recent agreement to a regeneration strategy.  And we recognise the 

difficulty in developing strategy in modern fast-moving circumstances.  But the absence of 

robust jointly agreed service and central strategies addressing current and anticipated future 

issues and containing clear financial and management information leads to short-termism 

and the risk of being blown off-course.  And it means there is less clear alignment between 

service strategies and the MTFP.  Also the MTFS does not include strategies and implications 

of the capital programme or treasury management and whilst it notes that there is an 

expectation that reserves will be depleted during 2025/26, further information on reserves 

is only provided in the Section 25 report, prepared by the Director of Finance and Legal. 
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On statement L5 Dudley assessed itself less strongly than in many other areas (see below). 

In particular it assessed itself poorly on one of the underpinning statements of ensuring the 

financial implications and long term affordability of new policy options are thoroughly 

evaluated.  
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Some of the comments made by those surveyed on this area of the model are set out in the 

table below.  

 

L4 The organisation has a developed a financial strategy to underpin medium and 

longer term financial health. The organisation integrates its business and financial 

planning so that it aligns resources to meet current and future outcome focussed 

business objectives and priorities. 

L5 The organisation develops and uses financial/leadership expertise in its strategic 

decision-making and its performance management based on an appraisal of the 

financial environment and cost drivers. 

 

Comments from Finance Comments from Budget Holders and 

stakeholders 

There was always a disconnect between 
the council plan and budget setting 

process, this has been partly corrected 

as we have a less aspirational plan more 

aligned to our financial resilience, 

governance and cultural issues identified 
in the peer review 

 

The severity of the financial position is 

not accepted so scenarios not built into 
address 

The board were unresponsive to problems 
until the peer review/establishment of an 

improvement board. A blunt instrument of 

a spend panel approach has been put in 

place however I would suggest the 

organisation needs to be more assertive 
and decisive in ceasing whole services or 

arrangements rather than a blanket ban 

on spend. The impact of the latter being 

an indiscriminate negative impact on the 
organisation. This will impact on 
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It could be improved with better links to 
strategy and the business plan, it needs 

better coordination from the senior 

leadership team. 

prevention and other services which have 

a positive impact. 
 

I have never seen scenario analysis 

 

 

 

As at other councils, the longer term financial health of Dudley is dependent on the finance 

team and services working closely together on financial modelling further in to the future 

based on informed demand and financial assumptions and service improvement plans. There 

is some evidence of finance providing expertise to inform financial decision making but there 

does not appear to be a consistent level of modelling and scenario analysis across the 

services.  

 

We moderated the assessment in this area down.  We found a shortage of evidence of 

discussion and agreement within the CMT which on occasion leads to a lack of clear 

accountable financial decision-making.   This clarity is important both internally to build 

consensus on decisions that have been made and to provide transparency externally too. 

Overall, while Member and Officer understanding is clearer on the requirement to focus on 

financial resilience, actual decision making still does not always reflect this objective. Difficult 

decisions have been reversed or ‘the can has been kicked down the road’.  An example of 

this is the decision to go ahead with the Pens Meadow School, despite this decision being 

made after the Council had imposed supposedly strict spending controls.   We understand 

the decision to go ahead with the school will entail an additional £1 million in revenue 

borrowing costs each year. 

 
 

3.9 Leadership – Enabling Transformation 

 

For the Enabling Transformation style there is one statement covering the integration of 

financial management approach and resources driving the change agenda.  

 

 Self Mod 

Enabling 

Transformation 
L6 

The organisation’s leadership integrates financial 
management into its strategies to meet future 

business needs.  Its financial management 

approach supports the change agenda and a 

culture of customer focus, innovation, 

improvement and development. 

3    1 

 

This was one of the areas in which the authority assessed itself more poorly (see below).  It 

marked itself particularly badly on the underpinning statements re board reporting striking 

the right balance between business as usual and change activities and the authority having 

a track record in change management.   This was evidenced by the large number of 

comments by interviewees noting that Dudley had come late to transformation activity and 

did not have a track record of making difficult decision to enable change.  

 

We moderated the assessment down in this area too.   Whilst we found evidence that 

individual services do draw on benchmarking information (including that made available by 

CIPFA) to inform their decision-making this is not done consistently across the services and 
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there is no overall framework for making benchmarks transparent or for reporting them to 

leadership to inform corporate decision-making.   

 

Dudley does not have a record of change management or transformation activity, until 

relatively recently.   It does not therefore have a tested system for reporting this activity to 

CMT or Members.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.10 People – Delivering Accountability, Supporting performance and 

enabling transformation 

 

 Self Mod 

Delivering    

Accountability 

P1 
The organisation identifies its financial 

competency needs and puts arrangements in 

place to meet them.  

2   3 

P2 
The organisation has access to sufficient 

financial skills to meet its business needs. 4   3 

 

Supporting 
Performance 

P3 
The organisation manages its finance function 

to ensure efficiency and effectiveness. 3   3 

P4 

Finance staff provide business partner support 

by interpreting and explaining performance as 
well as advising and supporting on key 

business decisions. 

3 2 

P5 

Managers understand they are responsible for 

delivering services cost effectively and are 
held accountable for doing so. Financial 

literacy is diffused throughout the 

2    2 
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organisation so that decision takers 

understand and manage the financial 

implications of their decisions. 

Enabling 

Transformation 
P6 

The organisation develops and sustains its 
financial management capacity to help shape 

and support its transformational programme. 

4 2 

 

There are 6 statements on the assessment of people within the FMM.  2 cover the delivering 

accountability management style (P1&2), 3 the supporting performance (P3-5) and 1 

enabling transformation (P6).  The overall self-assessment scores are shown below. 

 

 
 

Against people statement P1 Dudley assessed itself relatively poorly.   But this was not 

because of weaknesses within the financial services team but rather because of a perception 

of weakness in the financial training and skills of budget holders and service deliverers more 

generally. (see over).  Dudley scored itself much more highly on the sufficiency of financial 

skills to meet its business needs (P2). Here most of the underpinning statements refer to 

financial skills within the financial services team.  

 

On P3 the overall self-assessment was 3.  But it was noticeable that finance staff felt that 

existing technology and workflow was not successful at freeing them from transaction 

processing and data manipulation so they could focus on their skilled professional 

contributions  

 

On P4 the overall self-assessment was 3.   But the underpinning statements on the support 

the finance function gave to budget holders and policy makers were assessed at 5 by both 

finance officers and service officers.   The overall score was dragged down by low 

assessments against the statement that finance business partners were sufficiently rotated 

to enable them to spread good practice and that finance business partners had sufficient 

access to the tools they needed to operate effectively for data mining financial modelling, or 

constructing business cases.  

 

On P6 both finance and non finance staff assessed as 5 the statement that finance staff were 

valued members of project and programme teams with complex and long term schemes.  

And the finance team also assessed at 5 the statement that the organisation builds internal 

knowledge and capacity in financial management.  
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Some of the comments made by surveyees on the people statements 

Comments from Finance Comments from Budget Holders and 

stakeholders 

Finance do not support service managers 

by upskilling of them – there is a general 

lack of accountability 

 
We (Financial Services) are adequately 

resourced given the financial climate we 

are in.  

  
There are some managers who do not 

pay sufficient heed to finance and some 

who are not entirely trustful of the 

finance function and the information we 
produce 

 

There is limited training for newly 

appointed senior leaders. We are 

reviewing how we can better provide 
training to non-finance staff 

 

There is a blurring of lines between 

responsibilities of the finance team and 
the commissioning and procurement 

team 

 

We have no formal job rotation because 
we don’t have the spare capacity  

 

Finance advice is ignored at times 

Financial analysis and business modelling 

very weak 

 

Some managers are very new in their 
roles and are only just developing their 

financial management skills 

 

We seem to be supported by more junior 
staff recently with more errors and more 

need for closer supervision 

 

There is insufficient expertise in strategic 
finance.  Support given is mostly around 

day to day budgets 

 

Finance staff want to own budgets and are 

struggling to let go 
 

Finance staff give support but I have 

hardly seen a challenge 

 
My experience is finance forecast and 

make financial summary statements with 

little input from the service 

 
I believe finance advice has been too 

passive in the context of the challenges 

faced.  The risk is then that decisions are 

taken because the facts ae not presented 

in as stark a form as they could be. 
 

Budget monitoring is clunky and 

inconsistent  

 

 

 

We moderated most of the self-assessment scores down in the light of interviewee 

comments and our work on financial sustainability.  The Financial Services team is led by 

the Head of Financial Services with a total workforce of 66.6 FTE, covering financial and 

management accounts, transactional accounts payable, income management and insurance. 

The current Medium Term Financial Strategy (MTFS) does not include any savings or 

additional funding for Financial Services.  Any funding pressures are currently managed 

within existing resources. Recruitment of qualified staff has proven very difficult in recent 

years, which could have presented a risk to service delivery.   However, the Head of Financial 

Services introduced a new recruitment initiative and following this the qualified workforce 

establishment is now at 100%, with only 3 vacant non-qualified posts to recruit across the 

whole team.  The only skill gap is in systems and IT.  

 
We found financial services staff regularly meet with budget holders and most service 

principal accountants are part of service directorate boards.  We found less support for the 

role and quality of financial services support amongst the Place based services and those 
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services with commercial activities.  More than one officer told us there was an “old school” 

approach within financial services and there needed to be more focus on customer support.  

 

3.13 Processes – Delivering Accountability 

For the Delivering Accountability style of financial management the score combines nine 

individual statements. This is typically one of the highest scoring areas of the FM Model 

across public sector bodies. 

 

As there are so many statements here, they are most easily considered in a series of 

thematic groups dealing with different aspects of financial management. Each group is 

introduced by a series of scores.   

 

The first four Delivering Accountability statements deal with foundational requirements 

across annual budget setting, transactional finance, treasury management arrangements, 

as well as integrity and performance of financial systems.  This is an area in which we do 

not ask for or report where asked self-assessment scores. 

  

 Mod 

Delivering 

Accountability 

PR1 Budgets are accrual-based and robustly calculated 3 

PR2 

The organisation operates financial information 

systems that enable the consistent production of 

comprehensive, accrual based, accurate and up to 

date data that fully meets users’ needs.   

3 

PR3 

The organisation operates and maintains accurate, 

timely and efficient transactional financial services 

(e.g., creditor payments, income collection, payroll, 

and pensions' administration). 

3 

PR4 

The organisation’s treasury management is risk 

based.  It manages its investments and cash flows, 

its banking, money market and capital market 

transactions, balancing risk and financial 

performance. 

4 

 

 

 

 

 

On statement PR1, budget setting is delivered in accordance with the Council’s corporate 

objectives and MTFP.  We found a mixed picture in terms of the extent to which managers 

believed they were fully involved in setting their budgets or whether the process is 

completed by finance on their behalf. We found that in general budget holders at Director 

and Head of Service level engage well with Financial Services and take responsibility for 

their budgets.  The ability of budget holders below this level is more mixed. 
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Not all budget holders we interviewed believed they had a full understanding of their budget.  

Although Financial Services do hold budget meetings with service areas, there is no specific 

formal sign-off by budget holders of their budget at the start of the financial year. This would 

help to bring focus to the budget setting process and provide stronger accountability.   As 

would a more formal lessons learned exercise on prior year outcomes to inform agreement 

of current year budgets. 

 

We were told that there have been issues with project budgets.  Often they have been set 

up without a budget being in place. There has generally been a lack of governance around 

programmes and projects.  A PMO has been operating for a couple of years now in response 

to this problem but there is still a lot of work to be done to improve project management 

and project budgeting. 

 

The Council does not assess itself against the CIPFA Financial Management Code (FM Code).  

The FM Code is a set of principles and standards designed to support good financial 

management practices within local authorities in the UK. The code aims to ensure that public 

sector financial management is aligned with the requirements for transparency, 

accountability, and sustainability in local government finance and applies to all councils. 

Local authorities are expected to demonstrate that they meet the standards set out in the 

FM Code through self-assessment and continuous improvement. Alongside the specific 

recommendations or areas of consideration highlighted in this report, we would also 

recommend that the Council should make use of the self-assessment tool within the FM 

Code to help identify other areas of improvement, and that an action plan should be 

developed thereafter. This action plan should be reported to for the Audit and Standards 

Committee and will also need to be reflected in the Annual Governance Statement. 

 

On statement PR2 we found the outdated and fragmented nature of the Council’s IT 

infrastructure makes accurate financial information more manual, time consuming and prone 

to error. The Council has plans in place to improve its systems.   A particular issue is that 

there is no automatic interface of information in the separate Servitor, Housing and Finance 

systems which impairs producing accurate forecast for the housing service.  The upcoming 

upgrade to the finance system should be used as an opportunity to increase the quantity 

and quality of information available and to increase the ability of budget holders to access 

transparent, timely financial information through self-service. 

 

We found there was considerable scope to rationalise and reduce the number of cost centres 

and an urgent need to reduce the bureaucracy of recharges and provide for more output 

rather than sectoral budgets.  Financial Services told us they have plans in place to review 

the Council’s chart of accounts.   

 

As part of the Council’s digital roadmap, it is investing in a migration of Unit 4, the Finance 

system, to the Cloud.  This work is being led by the Digital, Customer and Commercial 

Services Directorate; however, the Finance team are engaged with this work. This project 

is in the fairly early stages however there is buy-in to use this upgrade as an opportunity to 

improve the ability of budget holders to self-serve when looking for financial information. 

Finance also hopes to use this as an opportunity to rationalise the chart of accounts.  

 
A criticism of the current finance system is that it does not link expenditure to contracts and 

that the ability of Procurement to undertake any sort of analysis relies on a very manual and 
time-consuming process of receiving data from Finance and then sorting it using project 
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codes. Given the poor level of contract management in Dudley Council and the potential of 

improved procurement and contract management to deliver savings, including this 

functionality in the new Finance system should be a priority. In tandem with this, a 

programme to improve contract management across the Council and targets to reduce the 
proportion of off contract spend should also be implemented and monitored. 
 
Whilst the potential benefits of the upgrade of the Finance system are clear, we note that 

the Finance team has been without a Systems Accountant for around a year after the sad, 

unexpected passing of the previous person in this role. Despite recent recruitment efforts, 

the post currently remains vacant. In addition to this key vacancy, the resource 

requirements to ensure that the upgrade is implemented smoothly and that both Finance 

and wider users can take advantage of all areas of increased functionality will be significant.  

Given this project will be undertaken in tandem with an area of intense demand for Finance 

services to support savings identification and delivery, improved reporting and business as 

usual, we would highlight the importance of ensuring that the Finance resources required to 

successfully deliver the Unit 4 upgrade are considered and put in place. 

 

Turning to statement PR3 on the effectiveness of transactional financial services, 

interviewees confirmed that existing processes and practices were reasonable. We did not 

find any evidence from internal audit of any major weaknesses, although reports on these 

systems did identify areas for improvement.  We note that 50% of internal audit reports 

provide limited assurance.  We were told that this was mostly because of governance issues 

but which might have potential financial control consequences.  We did not have sufficient 

resources to make a detailed examination in this area.  

 

Statement PR4 refers to Middlesbrough’s Treasury Management arrangements. Treasury 

Management refers to the maintenance of sufficient – but not excess cash resources 

available to meet expenditure commitments, while managing the risks associated 

investments. 

 

The Council's borrowing strategy appears to be cautious, with a clear focus on managing 

interest rate exposure through a prudent mix of fixed and variable rate debts. The forecast 

decrease in interest rates could reduce future anticipated borrowing costs. However, the 

need to shift from internal to external borrowing to finance capital expenditures will increase 

the pressure on the General Fund if not managed carefully within the anticipated favourable 

rate environment. Continued close monitoring of cash flows, interest rates, and regulatory 

changes will be crucial to maintaining financial stability and minimising interest rate risks. 

 

Overall, the Dudley Council's treasury management activities are compliant with the 

principles laid out in the CIPFA Treasury Management Code of Practice, focusing on 

prudence, risk management, and legal compliance. However, continuous review and 

adaptation to changing economic conditions and regulatory landscapes will be essential to 

maintain its treasury management practices. 

 

Statements PR5 and PR6 cover critical budget performance monitoring and associated 

responsive agility, as well as how the balance sheet contributes to the effective management 

of the organisation’s assets and liabilities. 

 

 Mod 
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Delivering 

Accountability 

PR5 

The organisation actively manages budgets, with 

effective budget monitoring arrangements that 

ensure ‘no surprises’ and trigger responsive 

action. 

3 

PR6 

The organisation maintains processes to ensure 

that information about key assets and liabilities 

in its balance sheet is a sound and current 

platform for management action.    

4 

 

 

On Statement PR5, the Council has recently strengthened its budget monitoring and moved 

from quarterly to monthly reviews, including for the first time a Month 1 monitoring report.  

We found several budget holders who were very content with the monitoring information 

they receive from financial services.   But not all budget holders find the reports they receive 

to be understandable or able to meet their requirements to manage their budget effectively.  

 

We found some budget holders frustrated that Finance do not provide a monthly and year 

to date position as part of their reporting pack.  This frustration was more prevalent in the 

Places directorates where there are commercial activities.  Finance do not believe they have 

the resource required to undertake this level of sophistication in their reporting.   They also 

noted that the relative scale of commercial activities and funding compared to the growth 

pressure and overspend areas of Adult Social Care and Children’s Services does not warrant 

prioritisation of financial service focus on the former at the expense of the latter.  

 

We examined a sample of financial services reports to CMT, Cabinet and to the Council.   We 

found reporting generally to be poor.   The reports are very accountancy focused rather than 

presenting user-friendly management information.  There is very little performance, value 

for money or benchmarking information presented. The use of charts, tables and visual 

presentation needs improvement.  And there is an absence of stable template or dashboard 

reporting that would provide consistency and familiarity.   

 

During our review the Council was developing a new format and template for monthly 

monitoring.   We agree with Financial Services that it would not make sense in the context 

of local government finance to base this on a profit and loss account including debtors and 

creditors (as has been suggested by some senior managers) and that a simpler reporting of 

the revenue position against budget would be better suited.   

 

On statement PR6, interviewees confirmed that Dudley maintains an up-to-date asset 

register within the finance system. Monitoring of the capital programme is reported to every 

meeting of the Cabinet, unless it is ‘a quiet month’. The focus of the reporting is to obtain 

approval for any new schemes or changes to schemes, plus an update on the expenditure 

on ongoing major schemes. There is no update on progress towards meeting delivery 

milestones alongside the financial information, nor is there an overview of risks to delivery 

of the programme. Given the inflationary pressures and heightened supply chain issues that 

have been experienced in the building sector since the pandemic and invasion of Ukraine, 

Members will require information both on expenditure and delivery to understand the 

interplay between progress being made and overspends because of costs exceeding budget 

in order to provide effective oversight and scrutiny of the capital programme. 
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Delivering 

Accountability 

PR7 

Management understands and addresses its risk 

management and internal control governance 

responsibilities.  

2 

PR8 

Management is supported by effective assurance 

arrangements, including internal audit, and audit and 

risk committee(s). 

2 

PR9 

The organisation’s financial accounting and reporting 

are accrual based and comply with international 

standards and meet relevant professional and 

regulatory standards. 

4 

 

 

The first two statements here address key aspects of critical internal risk management and 

internal control arrangements together with more independent organisational scrutiny 

processes. The final statement assesses the effectiveness of financial reporting, including 

compliance with relevant professional and regulatory standards. 

 

Dudley has a risk strategy and a risk register which includes the key strategic risks we would 

have expected to see.  However we did not find a strong culture of risk management.  

Although a risk management identification and reporting process is in place it does not 

appear to be embedded or seriously engage senior officers. The lack of senior ownership or 

risk systems was illustrated by the fact that the considerable recruitment and retention 

issues had been added to the risk register by Internal Audit rather than the HR department. 

We were told that risk reporting categories had been manipulated on one occasion in the 

light of potential external perceptions, rather than evidence of scale of risk.   

 

50% of internal audit reports provide limited assurance.  We were told that this was mostly 

because of governance issues which often had potential financial control consequences.  We 

were also told there was no assurance process across the board for managers and directors 

to be able to have the assurance that their areas are delivering and achieving objectives.   

 

The Audit Committee has clear terms of reference that encompass the core functions we 

would expect. These include the audit function, risk management, internal controls and 

corporate governance. The Head of Internal Audit reports to the s151 officer rather than 

more independently to the CEO, though the officer told us this had never compromised his 

ability to report as he wished. Internal Audit told us Dudley is not a very compliant 

organisation. The Council struggles to address compliance issues. There’s a culture of non-

compliance, mainly in relation to following internal policies and procedures. Where control 

weaknesses or issues had been identified in reports or reviews or inspections and these were 

reported to senior management, there was no transparency over the action taken to address 

the weaknesses and no repercussion in the event of governance and compliance failures. 

 

The Council considers risk twice a year at Audit and Risk Committee, but it is not considered 

at Cabinet and there is no real discussion amongst Members on risk appetite or mitigation. 

The Council has a Risk Management policy. However, there is a view that this is not actively 

applied, and consideration of risk is not routinely embedded in decision making. It is not 

taken as seriously at Director level for decision-making as it should be, with anecdotal 

evidence of risk terminology being changed to manage the perceptions of Elected Members 

and the press, rather than focusing on how to minimise the actual risk. There is a discussion 
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to be had on what is the shared corporate risk appetite, as there appear to be different risk 

appetites across the Council, particularly between the Head of Internal Audit, who leads on 

risk, and the CMT. 

 

Because of the significant weaknesses identified against both PR7 and PR8 statements we 

have assessed them both as 2.   

 

Turning to the next group of statements, the first Supporting Performance statement 

addresses the critical area of medium-term financial planning and how financial strategy is 

underpinned by key funding assumptions, strategic service planning and analysis. The 

second statement tests the effectiveness of forecasting and the influence of such processes 

upon decision making.  

 

Supporting 

Performance 

PR10 

The organisation’s medium-term financial planning 
process underpins fiscal discipline, is focussed upon the 

achievement of strategic priorities and delivers a 

dynamic and effective business plan. 

2 

PR11 

Forecasting processes and reporting are well developed 
and supported by accountable operational management. 

Forecasting is insightful and leads to optimal decision 

making. 

2 

 

 

On statement PR10 and PR 11, the MTFP aligns with Council priorities and covers the 

requisite years (2024-25 to 2026-27).  The assumptions regarding future Council Tax, pay 

awards, inflation and fees and charges appear reasonable. The MTFS assumes delivery of all 

savings proposals in their entirety for the 3-year period, despite the MTFS showing that only 

71% of the 2022/23 savings initiatives (£0.15m of £0.21m target) and 80% of 2023/24 

savings initiatives (£6.23m of £7.83m target) had been delivered by February 2024. The 

MTFS also includes a specific expectation of additional income from the Integration Care 

Board in relation to Continuing Healthcare (CHC) totalling £4.66m per year by 2026/24 

(2024/25 - £3.71m, 2025/26 - £4.66m, 2026-27 - £4.66m) that is now no longer expected. 

This further increases the gap between the cost of delivering the Council’s services and the 

resources available, and the likelihood of relying on reserves to bridge this gap. The Council 

will need continual modelling to keep their assumptions underpinning the MTFS up to date. 

 

Pressures in 2024/25 and the following 2-years set out in the MTFS are assumed to be 

permanent however some savings in the strategy are one-off in nature, for example one-off 

switches of funding from General Fund to a specific grant or short-term savings made 

through vacancy freezes. The Council has a record of making ‘U-turns’ in relation to 

decisions, and this has been the case with previously agreed savings proposals, for example 

the reversal of £2.3m of savings for the period 2023/24 to 2025/26 in relation to libraries, 

household waste recycling centre operating hours, surface car parks and overnight car 

parking charges that were reversed in the 2023/24 ‘mini budget’ agreed by Cabinet in July 

2023. There are also opportunities for significant savings in areas commonly implemented 

by other councils, such as moving to less frequent waste collections, that have still not been 

implemented in Dudley. 

 

Detailed work to identify further efficiencies is being undertaken by specific project groups 

in the form of functional reviews. These include reviews of waste, leisure, libraries, halls, 

the Council’s Target Operating Model and some other smaller areas. These reviews are being 
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led by the Director of Digital, Customer and Commercial Services, with initial proposals from 

smaller reviews expected to be delivered across summer 2024, and with larger reviews 

expected to identify proposals in future years. In addition to these reviews, there has been 

a recent call from the Deputy Chief Executive to quickly identify an additional £5.0m of 

savings for 2024/25 to offset the previously assumed CHC income which will no longer be 

received.  

 

Existing future savings plans need to be developed into practical actions, and whilst the 

functional reviews are underway, a more strategic approach to re-engineering services 

across the range of everything the Council does will be required to close the budget gap 

over the MTFS period. The current total level of savings forecast to be delivered over 3-

years in the MTFS is only £17.4m per year by 2026/27, which equates to a saving of 4.96% 

of the expected service spend in that year. In order to identify savings of the magnitude 

required and move to a sustainable financial footing, the Council will be required to make 

tough decisions, and to stick to these decisions. 

 

It is still early days in terms of delivering transformation and formulating the appropriate 

target operating model within Dudley.  Therefore, it is unlikely that the MTFP has become a 

'dynamic' plan that can be readily revised without substantial changes.  

 

3.14 Processes – supporting performance 

 

The Processes Supporting Performance statement covers the extent to which arrangements 

to secure value for money are embedded within the organisation. The Processes Enabling 

Transformation statement test the extent to which financial processes contributes to 

improved outcomes through transformational change. 

 

Supporting 

Performance 
PR12 

The organisation systematically pursues 

opportunities to reduce costs and improve value for 

money in its operations. 

1 

Enabling 
Transformation 

PR14 

The organisation continually re-engineers its 

financial processes to ensure delivery of agreed 

outcomes is optimised. 

1 

 

The Council has not systematically analysed the relative cost and performance of services 

and tested them against internal and external benchmarks and performance indicators to 

identify efficiency gains and spending reductions. There has been ad hoc benchmarking and 

comparison work completed.  Most examples provided were conducted by the service and 

not in conjunction with Finance.  There is very little reporting of benchmarked costs or 

performance in reporting to CMT or to members.  

 

We found little evidence that Dudley routinely undertakes end to end business process 

reviews and implement findings.  Although aspects of the current functional reviews will 

have to include this type of analysis. Dudley needs to plot out the scope for cross-service 

reviews.   Too many reviews are narrowly led by individual services. A small example of this 

is the separate approach being taken to review the Townhall and the Bistro, which are, in 

fact, linked by a door meaning any change to one is likely to have an impact on the other. 

Detailed work to identify further efficiencies is being undertaken by specific project groups 

in the form of functional reviews. These include reviews of waste, leisure, libraries, halls, 

the Council’s Target Operating Model and some other smaller areas. These reviews are being 

led by the Director of Digital, Customer and Commercial Services, with initial proposals from 
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smaller reviews expected to be delivered across summer 2024, and with larger reviews 

expected to identify proposals in future years. In addition to these reviews, there has been 

a recent call from the Deputy Chief Executive to quickly identify an additional £5.0m of 

savings for 2024/25 to offset the previously assumed CHC income which will no longer be 

received. 

 

Existing future savings plans need to be developed into practical actions, and whilst the 

functional reviews are underway, a more strategic approach to re-engineering services 

across the range of everything the Council does will be required to close the budget gap 

over the MTFS period. 

 

Transformational activity is taking place in Dudley Council. The key areas of current activity 

are: 

 

Digital Transformation: The Council has outlined a digital strategy aimed at 

enhancing internal operations and service delivery through automation and the use 

of technology. This includes partnerships with organisations like ArvatoConnect to 

automate processes such as accounts payable, which is expected to reduce costs and 

improve efficiency. 

 

Commercial Strategy: The MTFS highlights the importance of developing a 

commercial culture within the Council to maximize existing income and generate new 

revenue streams. This strategy is designed to support the delivery of the Council Plan 

and the Borough Vision, and it aims to ensure financial sustainability by making the 

Council more commercially oriented. 

 

Transformation and Innovation: As noted previously, the Council will use flexible 

capital receipts to fund transformation projects and achieve ongoing savings. This 

approach is intended to ensure that the Council can maintain service quality while 

operating more efficiently and effectively. Key elements of transformation which will 

be funded in this manner are organisational redesign and the movement towards a 

Target Operating Model (TOM), continuation of the Programme Delivery Office, 

implementation of the Council’s Estates Strategy and the Unit 4 cloud migration. 

 

Whilst these areas of activity exist, there is no overarching transformation strategy for 

Dudley Council nor is there a clear linkage between the expected benefits of transformational 

activity and the Council’s MTFS. Additionally, historically there has been no clear reporting 

of what savings have arisen from transformational activity nor whether then benefits 

expected from the up-front investment in transformation have been realised. Consensus 

through interviews confirmed the savings associated with the previous transformation 

change had not been identified with sufficient granularity and that benefits management is 

not sufficiently robust. As noted previously, overall, the Council does not have a record of 

delivering savings in their entirety. 

 

Whilst the flexible use of capital receipts to fund transformation is reasonable, this is not 

supported by a clear explanation of the expected benefits of this investment in the MTFS 

nor inclusion of any projected savings arising from these projects.   

 

The implementation of a new TOM is ambitious and will need careful monitoring by the 

Council with clear resourcing plans. There will need to be a focus on process improvement 

to reflect the new structure, clear programme management and realistic expectations on 
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the time needed to embed transformation. As well as the implementation of a TOM, there is 

a need to deliver structural reform across the Council and its individual services. 

Transformation needs to be on-going. 

 

The Deputy CEO in particular is pushing transformation and the development of an target 

operating model to shape Dudley’s transformation journey and destination.  It is not yet 
clear how this will impact on the need for financial process re-engineering.   

 

3.16 Stakeholders management dimension 

 

The CIPFA FM Model combines several stakeholder elements including the views of external 

stakeholders, on value for money, financial integrity, compliance with statutory and 

regulatory obligations and the ability to influence decisions on resource allocation.  We only 

received responses from three external stakeholders so we do not report self-assessment 

scores here.  

 

All  

S1 

The organisation provides external stakeholders 

with evidence of the integrity of its financial 

conduct and performance and demonstrates 
fiscal discipline including compliance with 

statutory/legal/regulatory obligations. 

2 

S2 
The organisation demonstrates that it achieves 

value for money in the use of its resources. 
2 

S3 

The organisation is responsive to its operating 
environment, seeking and responding to 

customer and stakeholder service and spending 

priorities that impact on its financial 

management. 

2 

 

The first statement (S1) examines the degree to which external stakeholders receive 

assurance on financial integrity from a number of sources including processes and 

publications. Financial impacts and factors that influence stakeholder confidence are key to 

this dimension. The second statement (S2) seeks to test the assurance provided to external 

stakeholders on the delivery of value for money. The final statement (S3) explores 

stakeholder engagement and the degree to which this relationship influences financial 

strategy and organisational priorities.  

 

In July 2023, the council’s External Auditor’s shared their concerns about the level of the 

council’s reserves with the members of the Audit and Standards Committee. This was 

followed up by a significant weakness identified in the Auditors Annual Reports for 2021/22 

2022/23 in relation to financial sustainability, which were reported to Audit and Standards 

Committee in December 2023. 

 

Following a joint report to Cabinet from the Deputy Chief Executive and Director of Finance 

and Legal in January 2024, which set out that the council was likely to fully deplete the 

General Fund reserves during 2024/25, the council’s external auditors made further 

statutory recommendations aimed at addressing the seriousness of the financial position of 

the council and to give the council the best chance of avoiding a Section 114 notice. 

 

Since then Dudley has had a number of external reviews (including this one) and support 

from the LGA and published proposals for budget savings as part of its application for 
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Exceptional Financial Support. We recognise that the Council has moved significantly to 

effect change, including  

 

a) Improvement and Assurance Board: Dudley Council has formed an independent 

Improvement and Assurance Board (IAB) to oversee and guide the Council's 

financial and operational improvements. This board includes members from the 

main political parties, senior officers, and is supported by the Local Government 

Association. The IAB aims to ensure the Council maintains a sound financial 

position and effectively delivers services to residents. 

 

b) 12-Month Action Plan: In response to internal reviews and regulatory findings, 

particularly concerning housing data quality, the Council has implemented a 12-

month action plan. This plan focuses on validating and updating data on Council 

properties to ensure compliance with statutory health and safety requirements. 

The plan includes comprehensive stock condition surveys and compliance checks 

on critical safety systems. This plan also includes using spending controls and 

improving financial management to aim to achieve a balanced and sustainable 

budget.  

 

c) Council Plan 2024-2025: The Council Plan outlines strategic priorities, including 

financial sustainability, governance, and control, which underpin the Council's 

efforts to maintain and improve its assurance frameworks. 

 

On statement S2 there is considerable scope for Dudley to communicate better in its public 

facing documents how it achieves value for money.   As a necessary precursor to this it 

needs to develop its internal systems to make the individual service benchmarking more 

transparent and develop a corporate approach which provide consistency and more 

regularity where possible in the information being reporting internally.  

 

On statement S3 budget preparation meetings take the form of discussions in Corporate 

Management Team (CMT) (formally Strategic Executive Board or SEB), updates at Informal 

Cabinet and budget summits. In preparation for the finalisation and approval of the 2024/25 

budget, budget summits with Elected Members took place on 19 July 2023 and 22 November 

2023 for the General Fund, with a separate summit taking place for the first time on 21 

November 2023 for the Housing Revenue Account. An Informal Cabinet in September / 

October looked at ‘big ticket’ items in relation to savings and large Elected Member spending 

requests. While a budget process was in place, the communication of the process could have 

been made clearer, with more regular and detailed information shared at CMT and more 

forums for discussion with Elected Members in advance of decisions on the budget being 

made. No details of the process and timetable have been issued to CMT and Officers for the 

2025/26 to date. Finance have advised that this is because the process is being led by a 

working group rather than Finance themselves, and discussions are ongoing. It is concerning 

that given the scale of the financial challenge facing the organisation, there is not a 

comprehensive and universally understood approach and timeline that has been agreed by 

CMT and Elected Members for finalisation of the 2024/25 budget.  

 

Finance needs to provide some certainty and an appropriate level of detail on the continuing 

financial position and the Council should consider how often and on what basis it updates its 

medium-term financial strategy projections. It is important to strike the right balance 

between keeping the CMT and Elected Members updated on a regular basis but also 

providing confidence that it can act on the information provided without fear of significant 
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changes. There should also be a clear process and timeline for updating the MTFS, that 

shows clear ownership of processes, does not duplicate effort by Officers and provides 

regular opportunities for both CMT and Elected Members to engage with the process, take 

ownership and make decisions. There is still significant work needed to deliver the projected 

balanced budget and MTFS. 

 

Recommendations as a result of the assessment at Dudley against the 

CIPFA Financial Management Model are set out in the following table and 

action plan.  
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Theme Issue Required action(s) Priority 

Skills and training 
of the finance 

department 

• The Finance team within Dudley Council is currently 

appropriately resourced with suitable levels of skills except in 

the area of systems support  

• Noting the important initiative to introduce new ERP systems, 

it is important for the finance department to have appropriate 

skills in this area 

• There is insufficient capacity for staff to build experience 

through job rotation which risks entrenched attitudes and 

inhibits staff development.  

• There is a future risk that the function becomes too 

dependent on a small number of senior staff.  

Consider innovative ways of successfully 
recruiting specialist systems finance expertise to 

the financial service teams.    

 

If market conditions preclude recruitment, 

Dudley might explore greater collaboration with 

other authorities to share staff with in-depth 

expertise of specific finance areas 

H 

 

 

 

L 

Coaching and 

Training for 

service staff  

• Senior managers and service leads who are new into post 

would benefit from proactive support from finance to help 

them get up to speed. 

• Service staff see the need to support the finance staff to 

develop their capability to provide constructive and robust 

challenge to the service.  

• Some staff are unclear as to the level of financial skills they 

require for particular tasks 

Formalise a budget training programme for new 

service managers 

 

 

Encourage finance staff to undertake finance 

business partner training 

 

Review the authority’s competency framework 
and ensure expectations on financial 

management skills are appropriately 

represented.  

M 

 

 

M 

 

 

L 

Medium and long-

term financial 

planning  

• Finance team to develop their capacity to provide trend 

analysis and forecasting skills to the services and commercial 

department. 

Identify need by surveying service clients and 

develop programme of relevant “strategic 

services” training for financial services staff 

H 
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Theme Issue Required action(s) Priority 

Developing a 

more robust MTFS 
• Several services and departments do not have up to date 

strategies which makes it difficult to ensure the MTFS is 

aligned with service plans and strategies 

 

 

• There is a lack of clarity over the governance processes and 

accountabilities for identifying delivering and monitoring 

savings and scrutinising budget growth 

 

• There is no policy on how often and what basis Dudley updates 

its medium term financial projections 

 

 

 

 

• The costs in implementing and savings delivered by the 

transformation activities including the move to a revised target 

operating model are not yet clearly set out in the MTFP 

 

Recognising that in a fast moving environment 
strategies need to be agile.  Nevertheless there 

is a need for Dudley to develop more formal 

strategic and transparent plans for each of its 
individual services to support a more robust 

MTFS that is aligned with service objectives and 

outcomes.  

The authority has taken steps to regularise and 
formularise the process with more regular 

reporting to CMT and the RAG rating of risk.  

There is now a need to streamline processes so 
that challenge is more informed and greater 

consistency is achieved. 

There should also be a clear process and 
timeline for updating the MTFS, that shows clear 

ownership of processes, does not duplicate 

effort by Officers and provides regular 
opportunities for both CMT and Elected 

Members to engage with the process, take 

ownership and make decisions. 

 

Revise the MTFP in due course to reflect not just 

the savings anticipated by transformational 

activity but how the costs will be met (including 
if by capital receipts rather than GF 

expenditure) 

M 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

H 

 

 

 

 

H 

 

 

Finance system 

integration and 

usability  

• Lack of integration between finance, payroll and housing 

systems. 

• Given the project to migrate Unit 4 to the Cloud will be 

undertaken in tandem with an area of intense demand for 

Finance services to support savings identification and delivery, 

improved reporting and business as usual, we would highlight 

the importance of ensuring that the Finance resources required 

to successfully deliver the Unit 4 upgrade are considered and 

put in place. 

 

 

 

Dudley needs to prioritise ensuring there is 
appropriate project management capacity and 

skills to implement this project 

 

Dudley needs to develop a benefits 

identification and realisation plan to help ensure 

the improvements expected are actually 

delivered   

 

 

H 

 

 

 

M 
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Theme Issue Required action(s) Priority 

Lack of clarity 

over respective 

responsibilities 

and 
accountabilities of 

finance and 

service staff 

• Whilst appreciating that previous attempts to implement SLAs 

for financial services had been withdrawn as they were seen 

to be overly bureaucratic, the lack of such arrangements 

reduces the clarity of respective responsibilities 

 

Consider how to implement SLAs in way which 

commands support by both finance and service 

staff without being too rigid or bureaucratic.  

 

M 

Risk management 
and service 

delivery 

assurance 

• There is a perception amongst some that service managers 

and some others regard risk management as a tick based 

exercise and that officers do not have systematic processes for 

assuring delivery in their areas 

CMT need to workshop its risk management and 
assurance processes and develop a common 

understanding of how risk management can 

provide practical help in providing assurance 

and ensure consistent and engaged application 

of risk reporting and monitoring   

 

 

M 

Improved 

forecasting and 

modelling 

• Linked to the call from service officers for greater finance 

service staff support to forecasting, modelling and scenario 

analysis  

• The MTFP reflects the financial consequences of emerging 

issues and demands at a high level but greater clarity on the 

potential demands of key areas of demand-led expenditure 

and persistent overspends like Childrens and Adults Services 

could be more fully set out. 

 

Services should consider with finance ways of 

improving their tools and skills in these areas, 

including considering where approaches might 
be shared and how to draw on experience of 

other authorities 

 

M 

Contract 

monitoring 
• Part of the current spending controls, introduced in October 

2023, relate to contracts. They include not letting any new 

contracts and not extending existing contracts beyond the end 

or break point, no discretionary spending on existing contracts 

in place. Whilst the Procurement team have been increasing 

their efforts on challenging the specification of contracts, there 

is no current monitoring of expenditure against contracts due 

to system constraints and it is widely acknowledged that 

contract management is very poor at Dudley Council. 

 

 

Develop a plan for improving contract 

management throughout the authority. 

 

Establish targets and associated monitoring in 
relation to improving contract inhouse spend 

ratios   

 

 

 

 

H 

 

 

M 
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Theme Issue Required action(s) Priority 

Benchmarking 
performance and 

VFM 

• Benchmarking information tends to be service based and not 

shared more widely so transparency on VFM is not as robust 

as it might be 

• There is very little performance benchmarking reporting 

internally or externally so it is hard for the Council to explain 

how it achieves VFM 

 

Develop a plan for developing a consistent and 

comprehensive and corporate approach to 

benchmarking authority performance across its 
services and finances and develop an 

accompanying reporting and communication  

strategy.   

 

 

M 

Capital 
programme 

leadership and 

reporting 

• There is a view that the Capital strategy is not well understood 

and there is no golden thread linking the programme to the 

Council’s priorities.  There is no clear strategic leadership in 

the process of brining the disparate asks from across the 

organisation into a prioritised affordable capital programme  

• The focus of current reporting to the members is on obtaining 

approval for new schemes or changes to schemes but there is 

no update on progress towards meeting delivery milestones 

for example.  

 

 

Set up a stronger capital programme board and 

improve the reported management information 
on the programme, ensuring it covers progress 

towards milestones.  

 

 

M 

Asset disposal • There has not been a strategic approach to asset disposal with 

a lack of joined up thinking.   

• Regular meetings between finance and the corporate landlord 

team to look at disposal on the horizon have been instigated 

 

Formalise and regularise the meetings between 
finance and the corporate landlord team and 

develop a more strategic plan for disposals 

 

M 

Budget setting 

and monitoring 
• Not all budget holders we interviewed believed they had a full 

understanding of their budget.  Although Financial Services do 

hold budget meetings with service areas, there is no specific 

formal sign-off by budget holders of their budget at the start 

of the financial year. This would help to bring focus to the 

budget setting process and provide stronger accountability.   

As would a more formal lessons learned exercise on prior year 

outcomes to inform agreement of current year budgets. 

 

 

 

 

Implement a system whereby budget holders 
give formal sign-off of their budgets having 

reviewed baselines and learned lessons with 

finance on prior year budgets. 

 

 

 

 

 

H 
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Theme Issue Required action(s) Priority 

Financial 

reporting 
• We found financial service reporting to CMT and Members 

generally to be poor.   The reports are very accountancy 

focused rather than presenting user-friendly management 

information.  There is very little performance, value for money 

or benchmarking information presented. The use of charts, 

tables and visual presentation needs improvement.  And there 

is an absence of stable template or dashboard reporting that 

would provide consistency and familiarity.   

 

Develop a plan in liaison with the users of the  

reports to improve the presentation and 

consistency of financial reports and dashboards 

 

        H 

Achieving better 

trust and 

understanding 
between finance 

and commercial 

services officers 

• We found a lack of trust and mutual understanding between 

the Financial Services team and officers with responsibility for 

commercial services.   The former told us that some of the 

idiosyncrasies of local government accounting were not 

understood by the latter, such as the fact that depreciation 

was not a revenue cost to the authority.  The latter believed 

there was more that Financial Services could do to present 

financial information in a manner that better suited a 

commercial environment. 

 

The S151 officer and the Head of Commercial 

Services should set up a task and finish group 
to improve liaison and understanding between 

their respective staff   

 

H 
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Appendix 1 - CIPFA FM Model - Summary 
 

The model 

 

The CIPFA FM Model was originally released in July 2004 and describes a model for best 

practice in financial management within the public sector. This is the fourth iteration of the 

FM Model. Version 4 has been specifically developed to incorporate the very latest best 

practice initiatives as well as the emerging financial management issues associated with 

the current financial environment. The Model recognises that using money well leads to 

more and better front-line services and that effective financial management in the public 

sector now requires financial responsibilities to be more widely diffused throughout the 

whole of the organisation.   

 

Budget holders/managers therefore need to be financially literate and finance professionals 

need to contribute through challenge, interpretation and advice.  Good financial 

management is no longer just about accounting for expenditure and demonstrating probity, 

but finance must be placed in the wider organisational context, in terms of how it supports 

the delivery of the organisation’s strategic objectives.   

 

The CIPFA FM Model is structured around three styles of financial management: 

 

• Delivering Accountability– an emphasis on control, probity, meeting regulatory 

requirements and accountability. 

• Supporting Performance – responsive to customers, efficient and effective, and 

with a commitment to improving performance. 

• Enabling Transformation – strategic and customer-led, future orientated, proactive 

in managing change and risk, outcome focused and receptive to new ideas. 

 

The styles are intended to be progressive and it is expected that all three styles will be 

present in an organisation exhibiting best practice financial management characteristics. 

For example, accountability alone is not sufficient to enable an organisation to drive 

performance and to develop its transformational capacity and, conversely, performance or 

transformation programmes that are not founded in a robust approach to controlling and 

accounting for resources are unlikely to succeed. 

 

The CIPFA FM Model is also organised by four management dimensions. These cover both 

hard edged attributes that can be costed or measured, as well as softer features such as 

communications, motivation, behaviour and cultural change.  These are: 

 

• Leadership – focuses upon strategic direction and business management, and the 

impact on financial management of the vision and involvement of the organisation’s 

Board members and senior managers. 

• People – includes both the competencies and the engagement of staff.  This aspect 

generally faces inward to the organisation. 

• Processes – examines the organisation’s ability to design, manage, control and 

improve its financial processes to support its policy and strategy. 

• Stakeholders – deals with the relationships between the organisation and those with 

an interest in its financial health, whether Treasury, inspectors, auditors, taxpayers, 

suppliers, customers or partners.  It also deals with customer relationships within the 

organisation, between finance services and its internal users. 
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A matrix approach is therefore used in the Model, combining the three styles of financial 

management and four management dimensions.  The organisation’s current financial 

management position is assessed through comparing its arrangements against 30 

statements of best practice, with a set of supporting questions sitting behind each 

statement. The table below shows how the 30 statements fit into the Best Practice Matrix. 

 

Table 1 – Management styles/dimensions matrix 

 

 
 

Each statement is scored from 0-4 to establish an overall picture of strengths and 

weaknesses in terms of financial management, as shown in the following table.  

 

Table 2 – How far does the best practice statement apply?  

 

Score 

How far does the best 

practice statement 
apply? 

1 or below Hardly 

Above 1 but below 3 Somewhat 

3 and above but below 5 Mostly 

5 Strongly 

 

 

 

The assessment methodology 

 

The aim of the review is to form a view on the extent to which the statements of best 

practice in financial management apply to the organisation and the approach aims to 

gather evidence for this in the most economical way.  

  

The high-level stages involved in the review are set out in further detail below. 

 

Application of best practice statements 
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Assessment methodology requires contributors to the electronic survey to approach the 

scoring for their relevant best practice statements and supporting questions by allocating 

scores from 0-4 to each of the statements.  

 

The approach includes the categorisation of five survey groups as follows: 

 

Table 1 – Survey groups 

 

Group Survey group Description 

SG1 Strategic 

finance 

This group would comprise senior finance staff at the core of the 
corporate strategic finance function and include deputy/assistant 

CFOs, chief accountants, senior corporate financial performance 

specialists, long term finance and funding specialists, special project 

investment specialists, technical financial reporting specialists, etc. 

SG2 Operational 

finance 

This group is generally made up from the corporate core finance 
function but can include finance specialists from devolved 

arrangements with operational departments/functions. Members 

would typically include group accountants, budget monitoring 

teams, departmental business partners and corporate transactional 

finance staff. 

SG3 Service 

directors  

This group is aimed at service directors/heads of service – the 

objective is to capture evidence on strategic financial capability from 

an operational non-Finance perspective at the most senior 
operational level. Such contributors would typically be members of 

the organisational corporate management team/senior 

management team. 

SG4 Operational 

managers 

Typically, but not exclusively, budget Holders. This group would 

include any operational manager that is empowered to make 
decisions consuming organisational resources that have financial 

implications.  Such decisions are typically taken supported by 

management information or decision support advice provided by 

finance colleagues. 

SG5 Board, 

Stakeholders 

and external 

contributors 

The senior stakeholders group comprises board non-executives, 

Audit Committee chairs and members, other external stakeholders 

or partner organisations, external audit representation and external 

supervisory representation – e.g., external auditor. 

 

A selection of the most relevant statements and questions for each of the survey groups 

were determined and tailored accordingly. This “culling” process produces the most 

relevant application of the best practice statements designed to extract the optimal 

information from each specialised survey group. Benefits include relevancy and the 

minimisation of time exposure for participants and allowed a categorisation of evidence 

capture between: 

 

• Document review/evidence. 

• Interviews. 

• Electronic survey. 

 

 

 

 

Document review/evidence 
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An integral aspect of the review was the assessment of a number of key documents for the 

Council (including material specifically made available as part of this assessment process, 

as well as publicly available material). This served two main purposes; to enable the 

assessor to familiarise him/herself with the structure, processes and culture of the Council, 

and to confirm factual information relating to the best practice statements and supporting 

questions e.g., whether or not a specific policy was in existence.   

 

Interviews 

 

We drew on the evidence we gathered as a result of the interviews we conducted for our 

financial resilience review work conducted concurrently at Dudley.  Contributors were used 

to supplement the document review as well as substantiating the evidence generated from 

the survey.  

 

Interviewees were largely from within the Council (with a sample of staff with financial 

management responsibilities, including Corporate Directors and Budget Managers), both 

officers and members. 

 

Electronic Survey 

 

A powerful component of the CIPFA FM Model is the electronic survey. Across a range of 

staff with differing financial management roles the electronic survey is used to test best 

practice statements against the actual prevailing conditions and practice within the 

organisation. Such scope would include e.g., the robustness of budget setting, the 

integration of business and financial planning, financial management competencies, the 

extent to which finance supports strategic decision making etc.  

 

Contributors complete the electronic survey and submit their results online over a 

prescribed period of time. In addition to scoring the statements, contributors were given 

the facility to record observations and evidence which provide valuable insight as well as 

substantiating their scoring.  The descriptors for each rating are set out overleaf.  
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