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Ruthlessly financially 
efficient (RFE)

Our brief for directors and managers
Our H&F Vision sets out five council priorities, which includes being ‘ruthlessly 
financially efficient’. We can put this essential priority in to practice if senior 
management share an understanding of what’s expected, the standards to 
adhere to and how we will work together to achieve our ambition.

We have a fantastic record of cutting and freezing council tax and 
charges to residents, while spending more on vital services such as adult 
social care. We have developed more efficient practices, cut waste, and 
sought innovative ways to achieve savings. We want to maintain that 
record, ambition, and ethos under increasingly severe and ongoing 
government funding reductions. 

However, across the Council, we can still find examples of unplanned 
budget overspends, breaches of financial controls and silo-working on 
finance matters. This strategy, together with our Financial Regulations, 
puts a stop to this by tightening up even further all our financial systems, 
budgetary and HR controls. It’s the right thing to do if we are to achieve 
even more value for money and service effectiveness for our residents 
and customers and it starts with the mindset of budget-holders. 

So, our approach is a plan of action for senior management to ensure 
the Council works in a single-minded and sovereign way to:

	embed even tighter financial controls and disciplines

	squeeze more value from our assets and contracts

	maximise commercial and investment opportunities

	build financial acumen and leadership among budget holders 

	be entrepreneurial 

	ensure that every member of staff understands their role, 
responsibilities, and goal in making every penny count!

	work in a cross-cutting way, reimagining roles

That’s how we will all demonstrate that we are ruthlessly financially 
efficient in everything we do.

Kim Dero
Chief Executive 

Hitesh Jolapara
Strategic Director  
of Finance and Governance
(Section 151 Officer,  
Local Government Act 1972)
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Challenging ourselves and others
We want to demonstrate that finance is everyone’s business and that 
every penny counts. So, to improve our financial efficiency, we need to 
always confirm that spend fits our Council’s priorities; challenge how 
much needs to be spent and achieve results within agreed budgets.  We 
need to maximise all funding opportunities open to us and collaborative 
agencies and we need to renew a culture of working together to fund 
and achieve our shared priorities. 

So, expect 3 key areas of financial questions every time you want to 
spend our money:

Our three financial obsessions
1. Necessity - what would happen if the spend isn’t 

approved? 

2. Value for money - how much really needs to be 
spent and could this be a one-off cost?

3. Collaboration - who is responsible? Can partners 
and other organisations share the costs?

Financial leadership and accountability
Every Cabinet Member, Director and Manager needs to now 
demonstrate not just direct ownership of all spending within their 
assigned budgets but a consideration of organisational impact. 

Every penny counts, so expenditure in one service area impacts on 
spending ability in other areas. In order to be the best, we need 
improved whole systems financial management and efficiency. Budget 
holders need to ask: is the proposed expenditure business critical; how 
much does this cost the organisation, not just their budget, so we can 
increase consequential thinking and organisational accountability.  We’re 
introducing a new accountability framework so everyone knows what’s 
expected of them. 
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Our accountability framework

All Council staff have a responsibility and obligation to get the most from every penny 
of taxpayers’ money and all funding streams and that is why regulations and financial 
control need to be strengthened. 

Compliance with financial regulations

Clear and consistent lines of management 
accountability must be demonstrable and 
enforced. We need to embed a new ruthlessly 
financially efficient mindset which shows we have 
zero tolerance, right across the Council, for non-
compliance with financial regulations and controls. 

Financial regulations apply to every Member and 
officer of the Council and to anyone acting on its 
behalf. Failure to comply may constitute misconduct 
and lead to formal disciplinary action. Finance teams 
now ultimately report to the Strategic Director of 
Finance and Governance. RFE introduces a new 
approach to budget management whereby the 
Strategic Director of Finance and Governance and 
the Chief Executive can change budget management 
arrangements where there are difficulties or conflicts 
or when a new perspective is needed for income 
generation or efficiency – this is a very different 
approach to the one where some service areas have 
held on tight to their budgets over years and not 
much change has been achieved. What’s important 
here is that the organisation operates like a well-run 
business; slicker, more agile, and unapologetic when 
it comes to what’s best for the whole organisation 
rather than service budget holder. 

We will be trialling “subject matter expert” managers 
who will not have responsibility for budgets for a 
fixed period in order to focus on service redesign or 
addressing service failure, for example. In this way 
we can be more innovative and responsive to the 
business needs, freeing up people to concentrate 
on delivery. It’s an interesting proposal as it allows 
another member of staff to develop budget 
management skills or manage a bigger budget.

Director accountability

So, all Directors need to understand fully the 
consequences of poor financial control and 
management as well as the all-round benefits of 

building new income streams. All Directors will be 
appraised on financial efficiency and revenue raising 
for the Council as well as their sole service area, and 
financial competencies and budget management 
will continue to feature in the senior managers 
performance management framework.

 All budget overspends will be peer challenged 
and Directors will be expected to understand the 
cause and put in place workable mitigations. The 
cause of overspends and proposed mitigations 
that resolve or offset them will continue to be 
presented to the Strategic Leadership Team (SLT) 
and to Members monthly. The organisational 
impact work will make clear the consequences for 
the organisation if budgets remain exceeded.

 Directors need to work with their Cabinet 
Members to consider more keenly how 
commercial enterprise and management can 
benefit their service areas and budgets. A more 
robust approach to debt and credit management, 
as well as social value will also be embedded. 

 We are changing accountability for the financial 
leadership of significant capital schemes and use 
of external law firms with more regular reporting, 
more financial rigour and strategic governance – 
everyone will need to comply.

We expect our Directors and finance managers to 
act with integrity, due skill, care and diligence, whilst 
being open and cooperative with auditors and other 
regulators. We expect all our officers to pay due regard 
to the interests of residents and customers and treat 
them fairly. We also expect our officers to observe 
proper standards of local government conduct.

Single corporate financial 
management

All finance officers will report (through their 
managers where relevant) to the Strategic Director of 
Finance and Governance to improve financial controls 
and transparency.
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Scheme of delegation 
and expenditure 
authorisation 
We’re tightening up the processes for formally authorising Council 
expenditure, to ensure funding is in place and clearly understood, before 
any spending decisions are taken. Financial regulations and the scheme 
of delegation must be adhered to.  

 The rules below cover amendments to capital and revenue budgets 
approved by Council: 

• Up to £25,000 can be authorised by a Director’s Delegated 
Authority report and will now need to be counter-signed the Chief 
Executive or the Strategic Director of Finance and Governance

• Between £25,000 to £100,00 can be authorised by a Cabinet 
Member decision report

• Between £100,000 to £5,000,000 can be authorised by a Cabinet 
report

• Above £5,000,000 needs to be agreed at a Full Council meeting

• Any call on corporate or departmental reserves will need to 
be signed off first by the Strategic Director of Finance and 
Governance and the Chief Executive before progressing to Cabinet 
Members/Cabinet

• Loans cannot be made to any external organisation without 
agreement from Full Council.

 Rests with the accountable Cabinet Member and accountable 
Director.

 We have 5 key documents which should be read in conjunction with 
this RFE approach:

• Medium Term Financial Strategy (MTFS)

• Capital Strategy

• Treasury Management Strategy

• Audit Plan

• The Council’s Constitution, which includes the financial regulations  

1. 

BuDget reSponSiBility

Key DoCumentS 
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Decision reports

 All decisions reports will only be progressed if they are fully funded 
before any spend is incurred. 

 All Cabinet Member Decisions, Cabinet, and Policy and Accountability 
Committee (PAC) reports must include full and transparent financial 
implications prepared by finance officers (with final sign off by 
Strategic Director of Finance and Governance).

 Leader’s Urgency reports will only be used in exceptional 
circumstances and these must be cleared in advance by the Chief 
Executive. The financial implications must be fully considered by the 
Strategic Director of Finance and Governance.

 Committee services will ensure that the correct review and sign off 
requirements have been followed before any papers are dispatched.

invoice approval

 Budget holders must check that services, goods and works have 
been delivered to a good standard before goods are ‘receipted’ and 
invoices approved.

 Officers checking and approving invoices must ensure invoices are 
in line with agreed contracts and should challenge suppliers and 
contractors where necessary before any payments are made. 

Staffing expenditure

 In light of current overspends, all recruitment is currently being agreed by 
the Chief Executive in conjunction with the newly established Resource 
Management Board (RMB). The RMB consists of the chief Executive, 
the Strategic Director of Finance and Governance and the Director of 
Corporate Services. The RMB’s role is to review all new permanent staff 
salary expenditure and all non-contractually committed expenditure. 

 The RMB also has responsibility for the development of the agency 
staff reduction plan. 

Audit

 Audit will continue to conduct a monthly sample of all invoices 
approved for payment to ensure proper checks and controls have 
been implemented.

Care packages 

 A new level of financial control measures is being introduced to provide 
assurance on the development, demand and supply of care packages. 
Particularly assurances confirming that all avenues were explored to 
reduce care package costs will be sought. These tighter controls will 
not affect or undermine the statutory responsibilities of Directors. 

our ACtion plAn
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Supplies and services

 A new regime of every penny counts and team scrutiny of 
running costs budgets will assist the RFE approach. So, all spend 
on conferences, external training, marketing, communications, 
publications, membership fees, catering, events, printing, supplies 
need to be more considered carefully. There is currently an embargo 
on much of the spending in these areas so Directors and Managers 
need to confirm permissible spend. 

 All budget holders will be required to hold a team meeting showing 
all staff in the team the full running costs expenditure to encourage 
challenge and fresh ideas about spend (no salary information, 
confidential or commercially sensitive information will be shared).

Charges to other organisations

 In order to adhere to the financial obsession of collaboration and 
challenging who pays –  finance teams will review all recharges to 
outside organisations in the new financial year.  
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Capital expenditure
We are reforming the way capital projects are managed to achieve 
greater efficiency and improve delivery.   

We are also improving the management of capital projects and 
introducing new reporting systems to tighten up oversight.

Capital project audit

 An audit of all major schemes and projects has been commissioned 
to assess governance and financial controls. 

Capital project management

 Directors must involve finance at the inception of significant capital 
projects to consider business cases (including affordability, best value, 
funding and ongoing revenue costs and savings).

 For all large capital spend schemes, detailed reporting arrangements 
will be in place for all relevant service management teams, strategic 
leadership groups, the political administration and Cabinet.

Finance board

 Finance Board will be chaired by the Strategic Director of Finance 
and Governance. In addition to revenue budgets, S106, commercial 
income and audit issues, its remit will extend to large capital schemes. 
Capital expenditure governance, monitoring, controls, and slippage 
will be a standard item. 

Finance Board will:

• consider the funding and feasibility of new large schemes  

• review business cases, approvals, and variations, signing off draft 
reports to Cabinet

• oversee the procurement and delivery of capital works

• monitor actual spend and forecast against budgets.

2.

our ACtion plAn
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Commercial management
All officers need to demonstrate a high level of commercial acumen to 
ensure the Council is getting the best deal and working creatively to 
exploit funding sources. This means ensuring that commissioning and 
procurement practice obtains best value whether through strategy and 
market management, timely procurement and contract management. 
Robust supplier and contract management is critically important when 
ensuring value from procurement activity and that goods and services 
are delivered as promised. All budget holders must verify and challenge 
all expenditure before invoices are paid and ensure payments are in line 
with contracts.

We are putting an early warning system in place to guard against 
potential breaches of contract limits, repeated underspending/ carry 
forwards and weak contract management. 

Financial monitoring on contract spending

 Directors, finance managers and contract managers must monitor 
more robustly contract expenditure, monthly forecasts, penalty, and 
failure payment options, spend against annual control limits and 
lifetime contract limits. Breaching contract limits will be treated as 
seriously as any other unauthorised expenditure. 

Commercial management

 We are redesigning our approach to commercial management 
to ensure corporate oversight and greater alignment of our 
commissioning and commercial activities to our strategic priorities. 

 We will implement new assurance frameworks, business processes 
and governance to ensure that contract conditions are observed, with 
contractors held to account where they are not.

 We will undertake a comprehensive programme of contract review, 
challenge, and negotiations to realise savings across all third party spend.

income generation

 We are continuing to develop our approaches to Business Intelligence 
and Ethical Debt Collection to secure additional revenue for the Council.

 We are exploring new opportunities for increasing our income and 
sharing costs with collaborative agencies and businesses. 

 We are also developing a percentage pay back scheme where teams 
that are successful income generators can retain a percentage of the 
profit back into their business.

3. 

our ACtion plAn
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Investment
Our Industrial Strategy promises economic growth for everyone and 
we are using our unique position as a local authority to promote 
growth, opportunities, and prosperity in our borough. By encouraging 
the growth of new and established businesses and private and social 
housing we will grow our business rates and council tax base providing 
additional income to invest in our services. We will ensure planning 
obligations and charges to mitigate the impact of developments 
on the community and planning charges are invested in important 
infrastructure to further promote growth.

We are developing an Investment Strategy which links with our 
Industrial Strategy and Finance Strategies. The investment strategy 
will bring together economic development, commercial opportunities, 
regeneration, and financial management so we better manage the 
interdependencies and grow a much larger income pool over time. We 
will particularly consider how investing our own funds and utilising our 
own asset base to promote regeneration in our borough can provide a 
source of sustainable income to the Council.

It’s vital that we develop a longer-term Investment Strategy in response 
to complex demands on the budget. Our Investment Strategy will 
budget for new anticipated, unforeseen pressures, peaks in demand 
and one-off costs as well as plan savings and efficiencies over time. It’s a 
radical new approach to medium term financial planning and we need 
to construct a robust model in the coming months. 

Bidding process

 Internal bids for one-off funding will be peer challenged and need to 
be more competitively argued and challenged so that we move away 
from using our reserves. The ’one-off nature’ and funding solution/
outcome will be more rigorously assessed during the funding term 
and at the end of life. 

invest-to-save funding

 We are rewriting our Invest to Save criteria so that the predicted 
impact of any funding on the service and the organisation is assessed 
more rigorously. Again, the business case needs to be strengthened 
along with the monitoring of the benefit and financial gain. There 
will be a quarterly review of investment spend, progress made, return 
on investment with accountable officers with the Strategic Director of 
Finance and Governance and the Chief Executive

4. 
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The financial regulations - 
a summary
Financial Regulations apply to every Member and officer of the Council 
and to anyone acting on its behalf. Failure to comply may constitute 
misconduct and lead to formal disciplinary action. The financial 
regulations are being reviewed to bring them in line with both the 
principles of the RFE approach and the new finance system. 

under the Council’s financial regulations, which are set out in 
the constitution, Directors are responsible for: 

 ensuring that all staff in their departments are aware of the existence 
and content of the financial regulations and other internal regulatory 
documents, and that they comply with them;

 ensuring that Members are advised, in line with the Scheme of 
Delegation, of the financial implications agreed by the Chief Finance 
Officer (S151 officer) for all proposals; 

 managing service delivery within the agreed revenue and capital 
budgets and other relevant strategies and plans; 

 developing performance, corporate and service targets and 
contributing to the corporate vision and objectives; 

 contributing to the corporate development of budget forecasts and 
the preparation of detailed estimates which conform with the agreed 
allocated totals; 

 ensuring that budget estimates reflecting approved corporate 
guidelines for their preparation, and agreed service plans are 
submitted to Members, in line with the Scheme of Delegation; 

 ensuring that financial management arrangements and practices are 
agreed with the Chief Finance Officer (S151 officer) and are legally 
compliant and consistent with best practice and Council policy; 

 consulting with the Chief Finance Officer (S151 officer) and seeking 
approval on any matter liable to affect the Local Authority’s finances 
materially, before any commitments are incurred. 

5. 

There is more detail in the regulations under the following headings:

• Strategic Financial 
Management and Reporting

• Treasury Management

• Investments and Borrowing 

• Trust Funds and Funds held for 
Third Parties 

• Capital Programme 

• Financial Management and 
Standards 

• Accounting Policy and 
Guidance 

• Revenue Budget Monitoring

• Capital Monitoring
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All council employees’  
financial responsibilities
All Council employees must ensure that residents’ 
money is spent in the most effective way is 
everybody’s responsibility, therefore all Council 
employees should do all they can to ensure:

 value for money is achieved and resources are not 
wasted;

 resources are used for their intended purpose and 
the maximum impact/benefit is sought; and

 that the financial regulations are adhered to. 

All employees who use Council resources should 
do so with the appropriate skill, care and diligence, 
ensuring the monitoring of Council expenditure to 
ensure value for tax payers’ money.

All employees should report any conflicts of interest 
in the use of Council resources, and be aware of their 
obligations around avoiding the misuse of council 
resources or fraud.

All employees should report any misuse or wasting 
of public money when they become aware; either 
to their line manager, or if they feel unable to do so, 
through the established whistleblowing policy.
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Executive, cabinet member and 
member responsibilities in relation  
to financial management
Financial Regulations apply to every Member and 
officer of the Council and to anyone acting on its 
behalf. Failure to comply may constitute misconduct 
and lead to formal disciplinary action. 

The Executive (Leader and Cabinet) has to:

 take in-year decisions on resources and priorities 
to deliver and implement the budget and policies 
decided by Full Council. 

 refer items to Full Council as a whole to decide, 
when it wishes to decide on any matter which is 
outside the budget or policy framework. (The Full 
Council is responsible for setting the budget and 
policy framework within which the Council must 
operate under an Executive form of governance). 

 receive budgetary control reports for services 
and activities within his/her portfolio, and to take 
action necessary to control the budget of those 
services within the Council’s approved Budget and 
Policy Framework.






