
Council – 13 July 2015 
 
Leader’s report 
 
 
This report to the first ordinary meeting of the Council in 2015 addresses the extent 
of change facing Walsall Council, our partner organizations and the impact that will 
be observed by residents and businesses. 
 
Most of the issues covered will be the responsibility of individual portfolio holders and 
may feature in their reports throughout the year.  In this report therefore I will only 
outline some of the key issues. 
 
 
Council Control 
 
At the Annual Council meeting leadership returned to the Conservative Group after 9 
months under the Labour Group and Councillor Coughlan.  The Labour 
administration inherited many projects and work streams started under the previous 
Conservative led administration.  We in turn of course have now inherited a number 
of things initiated by Labour.  We will take stock and maintain things that we 
conclude are useful to local people and we will change or stop things that we 
conclude do not do so. 
 
 
Finance 
 
The General Election resulted in a Conservative Government.  The Chancellor of the 
Exchequer has confirmed the Government’s intention to seek to continue to reduce 
the structural deficit and pay down the national debt.  Local government has already 
been asked to make a major contribution to spending reductions.  The Prime 
Minister has on a number of occasions credited local government with being the 
most effective part of the public sector in responding to the ‘austerity’ measures.  
Walsall Council has faced the challenges and responded well.  That is not to say that 
all decisions have been popular.  None have been easy.  This will continue into the 
future.  Prior to the Chancellor’s emergency budget on 8 July, the Council faced 
having to make savings over the next 4 years of £82 million.  This following the 
identification of £98 million over the past five years. 
 
There continue to be increasing pressures in key spending areas.  Notable are the 
costs of safeguarding children and young people.  Rightly, the nation has no 
tolerance for the abuse of children.  Increasingly, the Council has to intervene in the 
lives of young people to secure their safety.  We will maintain the priority given to this 
area of work.  In doing so, we acknowledge that we are likely to have to spend more 
than the Council has historically budgeted for. 
 
We also attach high priority to the care of older people.  New legal requirements and 
care practices mean that more people will require increasingly complex care 
packages for longer periods of time.  Working largely with private sector providers, 



we will continue to seek to maintain comfortable safe home environments for older 
people.  However, the scale and shape of care provision continues to evolve in order 
that the overall cost remains affordable.  In this, Walsall is like every other principal 
Council. 
 
 
Working with our Partners 
 
It is widely acknowledged that in order to ensure good services at affordable costs, 
local agencies must work well together.  There is a long history of good working 
arrangements but in order to face the financial and legal requirements ahead, these 
arrangements will need to be strengthened further.  To this end, the Council initiated 
the establishment of a forum compromising the non-executive heads of the Clinical 
Commissioning Group (CCG), Walsall Healthcare Trust, Walsall College, University 
of Wolverhampton, and Walsall Housing Group.  The Council will be represented by 
the Leader and the Leader of the Opposition Group.  This Non-Executive Group 
does not have independent executive authority but it will operate through the co-
ordination of a major activities. 
 
Walsall Police station is scheduled to close next year after which the Borough 
command will relocate to Bloxwich.  However, key staff serving the town centre and 
those operating shared roles with the Council will move into the Civic Centre. 
 
Prior to the General Election, there was much political discussion across the country 
about some form of merged operation between adult social care and the NHS.  
Perhaps unexpectedly, the Queen’s Speech made no proposal for legislation.  In the 
meantime,  the Council, the CCG and the Healthcare Trust, together with Dudley & 
Walsall Mental Health Trust are now exploring how through greater integration, we 
may collectively improve service at lower cost.  This work will take several months 
but when complete is likely to result in changes to service practices, financial and 
structural arrangements. 
 
 
Black Country arrangements 
 
The Association of Black Country Authorities (ABCA) continues to provide the forum 
for Council Leaders and Chief Executives to co-ordinate political and managerial 
activity of common interest.  The Council’s Chief Executive’s office provides the 
secretariat for ABCA. 
 
The statutory Black Country Joint Committee (BCJC) provides the mechanism for 
the Government funded Black Country Growth Deal and City Deal.  It provides a 
single point of decision making and assurance on growth deal projects covering all 
four local authority areas.  The BCJC is widely regarded by Government and LEP 
partners as an excellent mechanism for joint decision making and active programme 
management in a complex, multi-million pound programme.  Each local authority 
takes a lead on specific activities and again the secretariat arrangements are 
through the Chief Executive’s office. 
 
 



Black Country LEP 
 
Walsall was a prime mover in establishing the LEP and the arrangements put in 
place are again widely regarded as amongst the best in class.  Good relationships 
between the business sector and the Black Country local authorities have 
contributed to the successes so far.  Secretariat functions are through the Black 
Country Consortium.  The chairman since its launch has been Stewart Towe, CBE, 
of Hadley Industries. 
 
 
West Midlands Combined Authority 
 
Following the outcome of the Scottish independence referendum, the Prime Minister 
announced his intention to seek to devolve further powers to Scotland and also to 
English cities and regions.  In response to the challenge from Government for 
propositions to be developed that might lead to devolution, in November 2014 the 
Leaders of Walsall, Dudley, Wolverhampton, Birmingham, and Sandwell declared 
their intention to explore the establishment of a Combined Authority in order to 
consider with Government what powers and budgets could be devolved from 
Government.  A week ago the Combined Authority launch statement was published 
and a copy is attached. 
 
At this time, no constitutional change has taken place.  No powers have been 
obtained and no powers of the Council have changed.  We will now enter a period of 
consultation on the scheme for administering the Combined Authority which  will 
come into existence in a shadow form during the autumn.  When the Government’s 
final offer of powers and budgets become clear, it will be a matter for each Council to 
confirm whether it wishes to join and on what basis. 
 
To make the case to Government the outcome of establishing a Combined Authority 
will be better economic performance.  In order to do this, work has been done to 
establish the ‘functioning economic area’ (FEMA).  This work has led to the 
conclusion that whilst each of the three West Midlands Local Enterprise Partnership 
areas (the Black Country, Greater Birmingham & Solihull and Coventry & 
Warwickshire) could in themselves constitute a FEMA, a stronger case can be made 
for a combined three LEP geography.  This is shown on page 4 of the attached 
launch statement.  Whilst the driving force of the proposed Combined Authority to 
date has been the 5 original metropolitan districts and latterly Solihull and Coventry, 
it is anticipated that different categories of membership will be available to Shire 
Districts and Shire Counties. 
 
As matters develop, I will endeavour to keep Party Group Leaders up to speed and 
appropriate reports will be presented to Cabinet and Council. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Changes in Political Arrangements 
 
Members will have seen that I made some changes in the Cabinet Portfolio 
arrangements at the Annual Council meeting.  These are now bedding down and 
continuing to develop. 
 
The Council also gave its agreement to a number of changes suggested in the 
review of scrutiny undertaken by Professor Steve Leach.  The Overview Committee 
has now agreed a number of new ways of working which I anticipate will increase the 
effectiveness of the Council’s scrutiny arrangements. 
 
 
Changes in Managerial Structures 
 
Arising from the voluntary redundancy of the Executive Director (Neighbourhoods) 
who has not been replaced, the Chief Executive has redistributed duties across the 
remaining Executive Directors.  When taken together with other reductions in middle 
and senior management, there is an ongoing programme of reallocation and 
redistribution of duties.  This pattern of change will lead to fewer but larger individual 
job roles that is already reducing overall management costs. 
 
 
Voluntary and Community Sector 
 
The Council continues to provide large scale support to the voluntary and community 
sector.  This takes the form of direct financial assistance, secondment of staff, 
commissioning services, making available land and property, advice and assistance 
of a technical nature.  The voluntary and community sector is a vital part of the 
infrastructure of Walsall life and we want this to continue in a sustainable way. 
 
A number of reviews or stocktakes are in hand which should lead to an updating of 
the Council’s arrangements for the pilot community hubs, our arrangements for 
community use of Council property and the general reshaping of grant aid towards 
an increasing use of commissioning.  Over the months to come reports should be 
considered by Cabinet and if necessary, by Council.  Overall we aim to make any 
new arrangements fair across the Borough and affordable to the Council 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Councillor Mike Bird 
Leader of the Council 
8 July 2015 
 
 


