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Confident, Capable Council 
Scrutiny Panel
Minutes - 3 December 2014

Attendance

Members of the Confident, Capable Council Scrutiny Panel

Cllr Rita Potter (Chair)
Cllr Alan Bolshaw
Cllr Craig Collingswood
Cllr Jasbir Jaspal
Cllr Milkinderpal Jaspal
Cllr Mary Bateman
Cllr Caroline Siarkiewicz
Cllr Andrew Wynne
Cllr Arun Photay

Employees
 Keith Ireland Managing Director
David Garner Electoral Services Manager
Adam Hadley Scrutiny and Transparency Manager
Andrew Harvey Graduate Management Trainee
Charlotte Johns Head of Policy
Claire Nye Head of Finance
Mark Taylor Assistant Director, Finance

Part 1 – items open to the press and public
Item No. Title

1 Apologies
Apologies were received from Cllr Ian Angus, Cllr Jacqueline Sweetman and Cllr 
Christopher Haynes. Cllr Siarkiewicz highlighted her apologies for the October 1 
meeting had been submitted but not reported.  

2 Declarations of interest
There were no declarations of interest.

3 Minutes of previous meeting
The minutes of the previous meeting on 1 October were approved as an accurate 
record.

4 Matters arising
There were no matters arising
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5 Budget Review - 2015/16 Budget and Medium Term Financial Strategy 2015/16 - 
2018/19
The report was introduced by Cllr Johnson, Cabinet Member for Resources and the 
Director of Finance, who then invited questions from Councillors on the report.

Cllr Bolshaw said that as the issuer of loans the Council would be the owner of risk, 
and questioned how the Council will go about negating this and ensuring minimal 
risk.

Cllr Johnson informed the panel that voluntary groups sometimes own property and 
one way the Council can minimise the risk is to secure the grants or loans against 
property or other assets. The panel was also informed that treasury management 
officers would advise and liaise with external financial services for independent 
advice.

Cllr Johnson explained the Council benefits from relatively low borrowing rates 
through the Public Works Loans Board. By making this money available for loans, 
there is a tangible benefit to the community and a small financial advantage to the 
Council due to interest rate margins.

Cllr Potter asked for more information regarding the risks of this strategy.
The Director of Finance advised the panel that the Council will manage any risk to 
the best of its ability, though loans cannot be risk free. There is a structure of internal 
and external support and credit assessments prior to any loan being approved. Any 
proposed loans will be subject to approval by Cabinet (Resources) Panel.

Cllr Siarkiewicz stated that grants and loans to community and voluntary groups are 
worthwhile, however there may be some groups who are looking for loans or grants 
but may have a poor credit reference, and requested more information about the 
criteria.

Cllr Johnson stated that the criteria are there to minimise risk to the Council and not 
to exclude anyone from applying for a grant or loan, and the Council would look to 
minimise risk by securing against assets.
Cllr Photay asked whether additional employees would be needed to manage these 
applications.

Cllr Johnson stated that current employees would be utilised and in certain cases 
credit reference agencies would be used. 

The Director of Finance added that if the activity could not be managed within 
existing resources, additional employees would only be appointed if there was a 
business case demonstrating cost recovery. The Council will look how it can achieve 
the aims with the least cost.

Sharing Services across the Black Country 
Cllr Bolshaw enquired as to whether the saving proposed could be increased. 
Cllr Johnson responded by informing the panel that at present the Council cannot 
enter a wholesale sharing service with other councils in the Black Country due to 
respective contracts terminating at different times. Cllr Johnson said that waste 
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management shared across the Black Country has the potential to make a saving for 
the Council, however he did make the panel aware that all councils in the Black 
Country including Wolverhampton are committed to existing waste management 
contracts. Moreover the Council already shares its Head of Audit and VAT advisor 
with Sandwell Council and is looking at the possibility of sharing more Audit services 
across the two Councils. Further to this the Council is also looking at the possibility of 
sharing other financial services.

Advertising Income Generation 
Cllr Photay welcomed the inclusion of the advertising proposal stating that it would 
help improve the City’s image, whilst also providing an opportunity to generate 
revenue and commercial land opportunities on land that is currently derelict.
Cllr Johnson advised the panel that advertising is extremely important and is 
something the Council has done well historically, however over recent years this had 
dropped off. The Council is now trying to proactively advertise on its physical assets 
and website. The provisional revenue estimate is stated as £50,000 although it may 
be possible to realise more.
Cllr Collingswood stated that it was worth noting that all Directors and the Managing 
Director had forgone their increments.

Employee car parking fees 
Cllr Collingswood queried whether the car parking fees saving figure was correct and 
also noted his concern that this may penalise those employees with essential car 
allowances.
Cllr Johnson stated that at present the Council internally recharges parking fees to 
departments; the proposal is to now charge this out directly to employees.
Cllr Collingswood raised concern that this move could hinder employee morale and 
motivation and could generate a mood of negativity. Cllr Potter suggested that this 
did appear as if it would negatively impact employees.
The Managing Director responded by informing the panel that essential car users will 
not be affected.

The Managing Director also told the panel that people who park underneath the Civic 
Centre are already charged £800 per annum and park there by choice. The charges 
will affect the Council owned car parks around the City. It is proposed that prices will 
start from around £20 a month, and rise according to how close to the city centre the 
car park is located. 

The Managing Director stated that this was the second phase of a car park review, 
the first having been completed successfully.  
Some Councillors asked whether this move was fair or if it raised any equality issues. 

The Managing Director explained that there are already criteria in place to enable 
people who need to park close to the building for reasons of disability or other issues.  
These will still remain, but access will be reviewed more regularly to ensure fairness.  
Employees who do not meet the criteria can choose to pay to park or use alternative 
means of transport. This proposal has been in the medium term financial strategy for 
some time and implementing it has helped the Council to avoid pay increment 
freezes or a reduced working week for employees.
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Cllr Milkinder Jaspal stated this proposal has been on the agenda for some time, and 
also highlighted other authorities, such as Walsall MBC, where similar changes have 
been successfully implemented.

Reduction in the number of payment cards issued 
Cllr Potter enquired why residents were still paying via payment cards and whether 
there were any incentives to pay via direct debit.
The Director of Finance stated that this proposal is to change the practice of setting 
up payment arrangements so that payment cards are set up by exception rather than 
default. He explained there are currently no incentives to pay by direct debit, but 
there is currently a review on debt collection and so this point will be fed in to that 
review.
Cllr Johnson also informed the panel that the Council’s performance on debt was 
slightly better than the average of other Metropolitan Borough Councils, but that it is 
an area that is being looked at carefully.
Cllr Potter suggested that universal credit could make debt collection more difficult; 
Cllr Johnson replied that universal credit was still in its infancy and so there is likely 
to be little impact on Wolverhampton in the near future.

Acceleration of Existing Savings both from efficiencies and the restructuring 
of senior management in order to deliver the Council wide target, of a 
minimum of £350,000, approved by Full Council on 17 September 2014.
Cllr Milkinder Jaspal asked how many posts had been deleted under this savings 
proposal.
The Managing Director informed the panel that the saving in the proposal had been 
surpassed and stands at £502,000.
The posts that have been deleted are the Chief Executive; Strategic Director – 
Delivery; Head of Property; Assistant Director Business Change; and two Heads of 
Service.
Cllr Jaspal enquired whether the savings took into account redundancy pay and the 
panel was advised that the figure does not include redundancy pay as this is funded 
corporately from the general reserve, details of which will be published in June 2015.

Review frequency and the support for meetings.
Cllr Bolshaw asked whether there had been any feedback on this proposal.
Cllr Johnson informed the panel that Cllr Sweet and himself had been asked by 
Cabinet to look at this issue. Cllr Johnson highlighted potential risks to the 
democratic process, and added that it was important that scrutiny work such as pre-
decision scrutiny and scrutiny reviews are not reduced to a level which risks 
accountability and transparency.
It was suggested that a report detailing any findings or proposed changes should 
come back to Confident Capable Council Scrutiny Panel so it can scrutinise any 
proposals that could impact on the democratic process.
Cllr Johnson added that if no savings can be sufficiently identified through reducing 
meetings then alternative savings will have to be found.
Cllr Potter stated a preference for a smaller scrutiny agenda to enable focussed 
scrutiny work, rather than fewer meetings with large agendas that did not enable any 
detailed scrutiny.

Refocusing legal services 



 [NOT PROTECTIVELY MARKED]

Minutes
Page 5 of 9

Cllr Wynne requested further detail of the options being considered for the refocusing 
of Legal Services.
Cllr Johnson informed the panel that the Chief Legal Officer has been looking at 
ways of making Legal Services more efficient, including considering shared services 
with other councils.

Technical change to the Council's policy for Minimum Revenue Provision 
Cllr Johnson informed the panel that the Council was being prudent with its revenue 
provision debt, and was moving from a straight line to an annuity method. This 
means there will be savings in the short to medium term as repayments are broadly 
lower in early years and higher in later years. Based on the current provision the 
Council stands to benefit over the next 25 years. External auditors have been 
involved in this process and it has also been adopted by other councils such as 
Shropshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Sandwell and Birmingham.
Cllr Johnson stated this was another measure that aided the prevention of proposing 
a reduced working week for employees.  

Reduction in West Midlands Integrated Transport Authority Levy 
Cllr Siarkiewicz asked for more detail around the reduction in the transport levy.
Cllr Johnson responded by stating this has the agreement of all the West Midlands 
authorities and equated to a reduction of about 5%. This reduction would mean 
Centro making savings and mirrors the savings having to be made by each of the 
seven West Midlands councils.

Occupational Health External Clients 
Cllr Potter enquired whether this savings proposal was around bringing those 
employees on long term sick leave back to work.
Cllr Johnson clarified that this savings proposal was not to do with employees on 
long term sick leave but was about offering occupational health services out to other 
external organisations for a small charge.  It is proposed that this would create a 
modest income for the Council.
There was a general consensus that it was important that with any commercial 
development, the Council does not lose its identity for high quality service provision. 
Some Councillors stated that the Council should promote itself more. Other 
Councillors also argued that this was an ideal time for the Council to take advantage 
of such opportunities, and be dynamic and forward thinking.
Councillors also praised the work that has gone into revitalising and developing the 
City’s leisure offer, moving the framework from service provider to a commercial 
model that also provided communities with great facilities. Councillors also 
commented on how the proposed closure of Central Baths was reversed, as the 
leisure offer takes less resource from the Council and puts more emphasis onto 
partners.

Resolved:
1. To provide feedback to Scrutiny Board for consolidation and onward response 

to Cabinet on the draft budget and medium term financial strategy 2015/16 to 
2018/19, in particular those elements that are relevant to this Scrutiny Panel.

2. To approve that the Scrutiny Panel response be finalised by the Chair and 
Vice-Chair and forwarded to Scrutiny Board for consideration.
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3. To receive an update on the management of financial risks in relation to 
making community loans.

6 Budget Update and Review
The Director of Finance introduced the report, explaining it had also been considered 
by Cabinet (Resources) Panel. He advised that it included details of any financial 
risks and how these are managed appropriately. He also explained that section three 
gave more guidance on the risks related to savings proposals and that the report 
also detailed quarter two 2014/15 revenue and budget monitoring information.
Cllr Potter asked whether the Council is in the position it wants and needs to be in.
The Director of Finance responded by informing the Panel that, as of June, £25 
million of savings had been identified and that with the October update the savings 
found now stood at £27 million. He highlighted to the panel that these proposals 
could change as a result of consultation or in their delivery, and identified there could 
be some risks. Overall the Council is in a reasonable financial position given the 
prevailing challenges. He identified that there was a modest overspend in the 
Community directorate due to pressures on the adults’ and children’s budgets. He 
explained that budget managers across the Council are seeking to identify in-year 
savings that could assist with reducing expenditure in 2014/15. 
Cllr Bolshaw noted that the overall risk for the financial year (2014/15) was rated as 
amber and asked why that was the case. The Director of Finance stated that the 
projected overspend in the Community directorate was behind this and therefore the 
risk could not be rated green.
Cllr Johnson also added that any further austerity measures in the autumn statement 
or arising after next year’s general election could compromise the Medium Term 
Financial Strategy. He confirmed that the Council will be keeping a close eye on any 
updates or changes to funding from central government
Resolved:

To consider the arrangements for:
a) Ensuring adequate identification and management of budget risks;
b) Budget planning and forecasting for future years

7 Progress report on Individual Electoral Registration
Martyn Sargeant, Head of Democratic Services and David Garner, Electoral Services 
Manager, introduced the report. The Head of Democratic Services stated that overall 
the introduction and implementation of Individual Electoral Registration (IER) had 
gone well over the summer. The unexpected Police and Crime Commissioner by-
election had delayed the roll out of IER but lost ground had been recovered in recent 
months, and the new electoral register had been published on 1 December under the 
new arrangements.

The Electoral Services Manager, provided Councillors with the most recent 
information and outlined what the data showed. He highlighted to Councillors the 
reduction in the electorate and stated that this was mostly due to students not being 
re-registered. Martyn Sargeant informed Councillors that the Council is working on a 
data sharing agreement with the University, and had also worked with both the 
University and Wolverhampton College to encourage student registration, including 
attendance at fresher’s fairs. This will be followed up in 2015, prior to the general 
election. 
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The panel was informed that a data match on the July register returned a 90% 
match, meaning there are currently 10% of the electorate from July that need to re-
register and confirm their details. The panel was reassured that this was similar to 
other councils. The panel was made aware that 375 out of 18,000 people had not 
renewed their postal vote and will subsequently have to re-apply, and further advised 
that any electors not confirmed under IER will not be allowed to vote via postal vote 
or by proxy. The Council will review the situation of postal voters as part of a five 
year review beginning in January.
Councillors asked whether they would receive an update prior to the election and 
were assured this could be made available.

Cllr Bolshaw enquired whether any in-year surplus from IER funding could be used 
for other means or if it was ring-fenced only for IER. The panel was informed that the 
funding was only for IER purposes and that any surplus would be taken forward for 
next year’s budget. The panel was also informed about the possibility of further ring-
fenced funding for the 2015/16 financial year.

Cllr Jaspal asked if it was worthwhile spending resources on students as they are 
only here to study for three years. The panel was made aware that one objective of 
IER was to target under-registered groups and Wolverhampton had identified 
students as such a group in its proposals to the Cabinet Office. The Head of 
Democratic Services also stated that the Council had a statutory responsibility to 
encourage participation.

Resolved:
(1) To receive the IER project closure report.

(2) To receive an update on voter registration data prior to the general 
election.

8 C3 Programme
The Managing Director introduced the report and updated the panel that the report 
before them has been to Scrutiny Board for pre-decision scrutiny and that if 
Councillors have any feedback or comments on the proposals that they should send 
this to Charlotte Johns, Head of Policy by Tuesday 9 December.
The Managing Director highlighted that the Council had done some targeted work to 
improve external communications; however the focus in 2015 will be on internal 
communications including the introductions of employee briefings in their respective 
teams.

The Managing Director praised the former marketing strategy and corporate logo, but 
proposed a new logo and branding of ‘City of Wolverhampton’ in order to emphasise 
our status as a city. The managing director brought attention to the fact 
Wolverhampton is the only city in the Black Country and 19th largest city in England 
by population. The Managing Director also informed the Panel that the editor of the 
LGC visited the City recently and that it is important that the profile of the city is kept 
in the eye of the public. Further to this the regeneration programme for the city was 
starting to take physical shape with block 11 work starting and Sainsbury’s now 
finished.
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The Managing Director also added there was a need for the Council to look 
professional and throughout the creation of the new corporate logo.  The Leader and 
Deputy  Leader were keen to keep the coats of arms and keep both the traditional 
aspect with the new name when creating the logo.

Cllr M Jaspal agreed stated that a strong corporate identity and good brand name 
breeds confidence in the Council and the City, however he did note that it is 
important to also focus on small issues such as officers smoking outside the Civic 
Centre and other Council buildings as well as things such as dirty pavements and 
weed or grass overgrowing onto pathways, as these all create a negative impact and 
undermine the Council’s hard work. The Managing Director responded by stating 
employees have been informed not to smoke close to Council buildings and get one 
warning before being disciplined, he also told Councillors that extra investment was 
being put into the cleanliness of the roads and streets of the City. 

Cllr Siarkiewicz stated that it is important to get the balance right between the reality 
and the superficial when it comes to the rebranding and what actually happens and 
what residents see. The Managing Director replied that the delivery of services is an 
essential part of the transformation of the Council.  The Managing Director 
highlighted the investment of money and time to transform customer services 
including reviewing the time people were left on hold and the introduction of ring back 
software.  The Managing Director identified that all stages of transformation are 
important and that it is essential that we try and simplify everything we do as a 
Council. 

Cllr Siarkiewicz commented that it is essential that these messages and programmes 
are timed correctly as residents hear about cuts to services and cuts financially and 
may wonder about the money being spent on rebranding.
Cllr Collingswood noted that he welcomed the report and liked the ideas however he 
did raise the issue that constituents provide him with negative feedback about how 
their complaints or issues were dealt with by the Council.  He felt that this had also 
been an issue for himself when chasing up constituents issues and this was 
endorsed by some other Councillors at the meeting.

Councillors enquired as to the cost implications of the new marketing strategy in 
terms of corporate branding and printing. The Managing Director informed the panel 
that the cost implications were minimal, that there will be no more stockpiles of 
paper, printing will instead be done off of templates. Council staff will also keep their 
current business cards until they run out when they will be provided with new cards 
with the new branding, the panel was informed that there is minimal cost associated 
with signage including the sign at the front of the Civic Centre and main reception 
which was up for renewal in any case. The Managing Director reminded the panel 
that this is part of a long term strategy to provide the service we want at front end it is 
the back office which needs continued investment and improvement.

Councillors enquired as to whether there is a policy on response time to complaints.  
the Managing Director informed Councillors that the overall aim is to provide ward by 
ward data which relies on IT systems that are currently not in place or in their infancy 
and that the Council must continually improve and adapt its IT provision.

Cllr Potter asked whether staff reductions will affect the delivery.
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The Managing Director stated that it was about having the right staff and the right 
systems in place in order to effectively carry out the Council’s work. The Managing 
Director highlighted the tremendous progress made by the customer services 
department over the last three years and praised their work ethic. 

The Managing Director also mentioned the need to have more services at the front 
end of the Council so that residents were enabled to do things for themselves and 
self- service for their particular needs. There was also a conversation about reaching 
critical mass on with customer services which will provide a saving in the long term 
as the team will reach an optimal level of capacity and size. The Managing Directors 
also informed Councillors that an optimisation review is currently taking place which 
is looking at the quality of response; Sue Handy, Head of Customer Services was 
praised for moving this forward.


