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The contents of this report relate only to those matters which came to our attention during the conduct of our normal audit procedures which are designed for the purpose of completing our work under the NAO
Code and related guidance. Our audit is not designed to test all arrangements in respect of value for money. However, where, as part of our testing, we identify significant weaknesses, we will report these to you.
In consequence, our work cannot be relied upon to disclose all irregularities, or to include all possible improvements in arrangements that a more extensive special examination might identify. We do not accept
any responsibility for any loss occasioned to any third party acting, or refraining from acting, on the basis of the content of this report, as this report was not prepared for, nor intended for, any other purpose.

Grant Thornton UK LLP is a limited liability partnership registered in England and Wales: No.OC307742. Registered office: 30 Finsbury Square, London, EC2A 1AG. A list of members is available from our registered
office. Grant Thornton UK LLP is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority. Grant Thornton UK LLP is a member firm of Grant Thornton International Ltd (GTIL). GTIL and the member firms are
not a worldwide partnership. Services are delivered by the member firms. GTIL and its member firms are not agents of, and do not obligate, one another and are not liable for one another’s acts or omissions.
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Background

Grant Thornton UK LLP was appointed as the external auditors for Slough Borough Council for 2018/19 onwards. We have reported extensively to Audit and Corporate Governance Committee
members surrounding the difficulties experienced in our financial statements audit with the Council. For a detailed report on these issues, please see our October 2023 report to the Audit and
Corporate Governance Committee.

We completed our 2018-19 Value for Money report, against the previous NAO Code of Audit Practice, and presented these findings to Members in May 2021 which proposed an adverse
conclusion. Our final opinion confirmed our initial proposal and this was reported to Members in February 2023.

In May 2021, we issued four statutory recommendations to the Council in the following areas:
1. Finance capacity and skills

2. Preparation of financial statements

3. Levels of useable reserves

4. Financial governance, monitoring and controls relating to Group entities

In July 2021, after the Council issued its Section 114 notice, we issued two more statutory recommendations: asking the Council to (1) address the Section 114 notice and (2) develop a
comprehensive project plan for improvement in governance arrangements.

In February 2023, as a result of an objection received from a local elector in relation to the Council’s accounts for 2018/19, we raised two statutory recommendations in relation to (1) the
information provided to Members to support decision-making and (2) the role of informal Lead Members and Directors groups for decision-making.

In July 2022, we presented a planning memorandum to the Audit and Corporate Governance Committee which indicated a combined VIM report for 2019/20 and 2020/21. In April 2020, the
Code of Audit Practice was revised to greater expand the auditor’s obligations in relation to Value for Money. Our report for 2019/20 and 2020/21 therefore incorporated the two separate
NAO Codes and made conclusions and recommendations accordingly. We provided the draft report to the Council for their review in March 2023 but did not receive management responses
until May 2024 which has caused a significant delay to the presentation of this report to Committee members. We, therefore, presented our 2019/20 and 2020/21 VM report in May 2024 once
we had received management responses. In this report, we raised five new significant weaknesses and key recommendations. We raised one key recommendation in financial sustainability,
three key recommendations in governance and one in improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness.

In sum, the Council has eight statutory recommendations against it and five key recommendations from previous reports.

For the sake of contextualisation, we have included a high-level timeline of key events in the following pages.
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Timeline

1 April 2021 Slough Children’s First was set up following Ministerial direction

18 May 2021 Grant Thornton issue Section 24 Statutory Recommendations to Slough Audit & Corporate Governance Committee
20 May 2021 Grant Thornton issue Section 24 Statutory Recommendations to Full Council

2 July 2021 Section 114 is issued by Chief Finance Officer

14 July 2021 Grant Thornton issue Section 24 Statutory Recommendations to Full Council

1 September 2021

Directions issued to Slough Borough Council under Local Government Act 1999

27 September to 1 October
2021

Oftsed and the COC conducted a joint inspection of the local area of Slough to judge SEND reforms . Report resulted in Written Statement
of Action (WSOA] because of significant weaknesses identified.

25 October 2021

DLUHC’s Governance Review (completed by Jim Taylor] is published
CIPFA’s Finance Review is published

Minister of State made a statement including the proposal to transfer powers to Commissioners - putting them in place for 3 years

1 December 2021

Minister Kemi Badenoch confirmed in a written ministerial statement that the Secretary of State was sending commissioners into the council

1 January 2022

The Secretary of State appointed a third commissioner

9 June 2022

Commissioner’s first report

1 September 2022

Intervention is expanded as a resulted of the Commissioner’s first report - Commissioners provided to exercise all functions of the authority
associated with defining the officer structure for the senior positions, to determine recruitment processes and then to recruit relevant staff to
those positions

20 September 2022

The Secretary of State appointed Paul Moffat as Children’s Services Commissioner for Slough
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Timeline (continued)

October 2022 Procurement service is brought back in-house
22 December 2022 Commissioners submitted their second report
16 February 2023 Audit Findings Report for 2018/19 statement of accounts reports Disclaimer of Opinion

Grant Thornton issues two statutory recommendations to Slough Borough Council in response to an objection.

22 February 2023 Statutory recommendations are in relation to (1) information to support decision-making and (2) use of Lead Members’ and Directors” Group

Minister Lee Rowley made a written ministerial statement in which he addressed the contents of the Commissioners second report, received

16 March 2023 22 December 2022. Changes to the Commissioner team were also announced.

L May 2023 First whole Council elections - no overall control result (previously Labour now Conservatives in power-sharing arrangement with Liberal
Democrats)

The Secretary of State appointed Gavin Jones as Lead Commissioner and Denise Murray and Gerard Curran as Commissioners at Slough

22 May 2023 Borough Council

4 August 2023 DfE direction for SEND published following a monitoring visit in February 2023 where the DfE found the service - originally found to have
severe weaknesses in 2021 - had not improved quickly or comprehensively enough despite an official written statement of action being
approved nearly a year before

14 September 2023 Commissioner’s third report published and Minister published written ministerial statement

28 September 2023 Full Council approve the senior management restructure

17 January 2024 Commissioner’s fourth report

22 February 2024 Minister Simon Hoare made a written ministerial statement in which he addressed the contents of the Commissioners fourth report and

requested a further report by the end of April 2024 in order to take an informed view on the progress being made and whether further
intervention is needed beyond November 2024
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G No significant weaknesses in arrangements identified or improvement

Executive summary

A No significant weaknesses in arrangements identified, but improvement
recommendations made.

Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key
recommendations made.

S Value for money arrangements and key recommendation(s)

=

Under the National Audit Office (NAO) Code of Audit Practice ('the Code'), we are required to consider whether the Council has put in place proper arrangements to secure economy,
efficiency and effectiveness in its use of resources.

Auditors are required to report their commentary on the Council’s arrangements under specified criteria and 2021/22 is the second year that we have reported in this way. We are also
reporting in this way for 2022/23 and 2023/24. As part of our work, we considered whether there were any risks of significant weakness in the Council’s arrangements for securing economy,
efficiency and effectiveness in its use of resources. Where we identify significant weaknesses in arrangements, we are required to make recommendations so that the Council may set out
actions to make improvements. Our conclusions are summarised in the table below.

Criteria 2021/22 Auditor judgement on arrangements 2022/23 Auditor judgement on arrangements  2023/24 Auditor judgement on arrangements OD;Z?Z::::‘

Five significant weaknesses in place. One new significant

weakness for 2021/22 and four significant weaknesses

outstanding from prior reports. Three statutory

recommendations from May 2021 remain outstanding. One No change from 2021/22 No change from 2021/22 “
statutory recommendation from July 2021 remains outstanding.

One key recommendation from May 2024 remains outstanding.

One new key recommendation raised in this report.

Financial
sustainability

Seven significant weaknesses in place. One statutory

recommendation from May 2021 remains outstanding. One
statutory recommendation from July 2021 remains outstanding. One statutory recommendation raised in
Governance Two statutory recommendations from February 2023 remain No change from 2021/22 worg
February 2023 is closed.

outstanding. Three key recommendations from May 2024
remains outstanding. Two new key recommendations and two
new improvement recommendations raised in this report.

Lngs:]?)\g:g Three significant weaknesses in place. One key recommendation One significant weakness from 2021/22
ef'f'c'encg’ and from May 2024 remains outstanding. Two new key No change from 2021/22 and 2022/23 closed and key
effle;tivegess recommendations raised in this report for 2021/22. recommendation resolved.
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Executive summary

Financial sustainability

Overall, we have identified that five significant weaknesses exist at the Council in the financial sustainability portion of this report. One new
significant weakness has been identified for 2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/24% in relation to the asset disposal programme (SW1). The remaining
four significant weaknesses have been previously identified in prior year reports but continue to persist at the organisation, namely, significant
weaknesses in:

A Finance capacity and expertise (SW2)

A" Financial reporting arrangements (SW3)

A Medium-term financial viability and levels of reserves (SW4)
A Budget setting arrangements (SW5)

As a result of these weaknesses, our statutory recommendation from May 2021 surrounding finance capacity and expertise remains
outstanding. Our statutory recommendation from July 2021 asking the Council to address the Section 114 notice remains outstanding. Our
statutory recommendation surrounding levels of useable reserves from May 2021 and our key recommendation from May 2024 surrounding the
Council’s medium term financial plan remains outstanding.

In this report, we are reporting that we have identified one new significant weakness and key recommendation in relation to the Council’s Asset
Disposal Programme. The Council launched its Asset Disposal Programme in September 2021 with the aim of urgently reducing its borrowing
and servicing its capitalisation direction. The Council performed well against its target for 2022/23 selling £196m worth of assets against a
target of £200m. However, the 2022/23 outturn was heavily reliant on the sale of one Council property known as Akzo Nobel. Akzo Nobel was a
site acquired by the Council in 2020/21 with a plan to re-develop the site for a mixture of commercial and residential development. This was
initially purchased for £40.9m for the HRA and funded by a mixture of borrowing and reserves. The site sold in November 2022, approximately
eighteen months after its original purchase, for £144m. The Council recognised £104m in profit from the sale of the site. The sale of this site has
been the subject of intense debate between the Council and the Commissioners and ourselves as external audit. We raised concerns due to the
size of the surplus and the short time frame between acquisition and sale. We are also concerned that the Council’s disposal plan is
functioning as a ‘fire sale’ as there appear to be many transactions where the Council is losing money on the sale. The Council’s financial
situation is such that it almost has no choice but to make the loss but this raises concerns as asset disposals are one-off and the Council will
eventually run out of assets to dispose of. If it is not securing value for money on the assets it is selling and only has a finite amount of assets to
sell, this raises significant concerns regarding the financial viability of such a strategy.

In March 2024, additional concerns were raised regarding the disposal of a site which was a former police station on the High Street in Langley,
Slough. Accounting treatment risks were identified which suggested that the capital receipt identified may not be attributable to the General
Fund as the site had been originally classified as Housing Revenue Account.

If it was not attributable to the General Fund then this capital receipt would not help the Council with financing its capitalisation direction and
securing financial viability. This example demonstrates that the Council’s history of financial management weaknesses are still putting its
current financial sustainability at significant risk.

Commercial in confidence

Financial
@ Statements
opinion

At the time of drafting this
report, the 2021-22, 2022-23
and 2023-24 financial
statements have not been
produced, published and
presented for audit.

Latest estimates by finance
officers are that the draft
accounts for 2021-22 and
2022-23 will not be available
until early November 2024,
and the 2023-24 draft
accounts are estimated to be

prepared by end December
2024.

_—
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Executive summary

As reported in the 2023/24 outturn, the Exceptional Financial Support by way of a Capitalisation Direction as at 31 March 2024 is estimated to be £298.6m (subject to the
outcome of the external audits) and financed by net capital receipts from asset disposals. The asset sales completed as at 31 March 2024 is currently below this target and
increasing the revenue pressures from borrowing required to support the budget. Most recently, we have been informed, by officers and through discussion with the
Commissioners, that the Council is now realising that the original Asset Disposal Programme did not take appropriate account for the impact of impairments on the forecast
capital receipt from the disposal of the asset. The associated impairments, that are now being incorporated into the models, are showing that the Council is likely to receive less
in capital receipts than it forecast. This points to an organisation that is working in a siloed fashion as the Asset Disposal Programme forecasts failed to take appropriate account
of the financial implications of disposing the assets. Collaborative development of the Asset Disposal Programme between property and finance should have considered this in
the original plan. For these reasons we raise a significant weakness and key recommendation.

In addition to this key recommendation, we also consider that the statutory recommendation relating to finance capacity and expertise remains outstanding. We identified a
series of internal control deficiencies at the authority, many of which could be traced back to weaknesses in the finance team. The CIPFA report from October 2021 also
recommended that the Council enhance its financial capacity. In November 2021, the Council reported that the finance team had a high number of competent individuals but
many were employed on an interim basis. The risks surrounding this came to fruition in March 2023 when a significant number of these individuals left with the former Section 151.
At the time of writing 37% of finance posts are interim, acting up or vacant. There has been significant churn at senior levels in the finance team, for example, there have been
four section 151 officers since April 2021. We continue to observe weaknesses in the finance team which are exposing the organisation to increased risk. We have seen evidence of
siloed working, skills and capacity deficiencies which have resulted in the Council requiring to commission external consultant support, a lack of institutional memory and
consistent leadership, a low level of organisational resilience which is causing delays to the recovery programme. We consider these weaknesses to demonstrate that our
statutory recommendation from May 2021 remains outstanding. Closely related to the May 2021 statutory recommendation was our July 2021 recommendation which asked the
Council to address the Section 114 report and invest significant resource into finance, internal audit and risk management in order to ensure statutory obligations are met. We do
not consider that the Council has met the demands of this recommendation and consider it to also be outstanding.

We continue to observe weaknesses in the Council’s financial reporting arrangements. At the start of our audit period for this review (1 April 2021), the Council’s last signed
externally audited financial statements were for 2017/18. As part of our 2021/22 reporting, we noted we had found significant weaknesses in the processes for preparing the
Council’s financial statements. We reported inadequate arrangements to prepare working papers and difficulties in obtaining sufficient documentation. In 2022/23, we continued
to identify errors in the 2018/19 accounts which required the Council to substantially rewrite the statements. We found evidence of failings over a number of years which resulted
in ineffective and inadequate financial management practices in place. In February 2023, we reported our finalised findings on the 2018/19 financial statements. We reported a
Disclaimer opinion - meaning that it is our view that the possible impact of the undetected misstatements within the accounts due to lack of audit evidence could be both
material and pervasive. This conclusion was unprecedented and made Slough one of the first authorities to receive such an external audit opinion. We wrote at the time that this
reflected a standard of accounting and financial management which is incompatible with the Council’s responsibilities to exercise proper stewardship over public funds. In
October 2023, we provided Members with a detailed examination of why the issues surrounding the 2018/19 accounts had arisen. We pointed to the finance team’s capacity, the
Council’s use of interims, the failures of the accounting processes and systems, the quality of the working papers provided, the impact of COVID-19 and the culture at the
organisation. At the time of writing this report. the Council has produced and published draft financial statements for 2019/20 and 2020/21, with 2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/24
still to be published. We continue to work with the Council to support its delivery of its draft accounts for publication but continue to find a significant weakness in arrangements.
Our statutory recommendation from May 2021 on the preparation of the financial statements remains outstanding.
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Executive summary

Our third statutory recommendation from May 2021 related to levels of useable reserves. We asked the Council to take urgent action to address its low level of reserves. The
Section 114 notice from July 2021 referred to a history of severe depletion of unallocated general reserves. As reported in our May 2021 statutory recommendations report, we
noted that in the 2021/22 budget, forecast reserves were £11.425m at the end of 2020/21. This assumed the use of £8.1173m of general fund reserves and £3.252m of earmarked
reserves. However, due to findings arising from our 2018/19 audit of the financial statements, there was a further reduction of general fund reserves of £7.573m in the 2018/19
accounts. This adjustment reduced available general fund reserves down to only £650k.

Due to the fact that the Council is still in the ‘discovery’ phase of the financial recovery programme, if historical issues are identified, this poses a risk to the Council’s reserves
balance. We have already seen this happen with the Balance Sheet Review performed by EY. The report noted that the results of the Balance Sheet Review at that point in time
had resulted in a total net reduction to the Council’s general fund useable reserves of £6.8m in 2022/23 and £30.2m across 2019/20 to 2022/23. This has been incorporated into
the 2023/24 provisional outturn (excluding £0.3m of additional MRP charges). We, therefore, do not have confidence that the Council has a plan in place with regard to the level
of usable reserves required to deliver its medium term financial plan. Our statutory recommendation remains outstanding.

Closely related to the point surrounding reserves is the question of the Council’s medium term financial plan. We raised a key recommendation in our prior year report for the
Council to work to achieve medium term financial sustainability through the progression of the asset sales programme, delivery of recurrent savings and management of the
DSG deficit. We are pleased to report that the Council has made positive progress in management of the DSG deficit and we do not consider this to be of significant risk at the
time of writing. However, we assert that the recommendation remains outstanding due to our lack of assurance in the Council’s medium term financial plan. Although we note
improvement in the level of grip on the financial position as a result of the Balance Sheet Review, we cannot yet have assurance in the Council’s medium term financial plan and
cannot rely on the figures produced by the Council for the medium-term financial plan. This is partly due to the lack of audited accounts for a number of years, the Council’s
known weaknesses in financial management processes and that at the time of writing, the Balance Sheet Review had not yet concluded and had found significant further
financial challenges. The Council’s medium-term position continues to change and there continue to be material changes to budget monitoring reports. There have been
significant further concerns surrounding the Council’s financial management processes raised during 2023/24 and into 2024/25. We therefore conclude that we do not have
assurance that the Council will be able to deliver its medium-term plan or be financially viable in the medium term and therefore continue to recognise a significant weakness in
arrangements to secure financial sustainability.

We also continue to identify weaknesses in the Council’s budget setting arrangements, though these issues closely relate to the Council’s finance capacity and expertise. Shortly
after the 2021/22 budget was set, the new S151 officer issued the Section 114 notice which exposed the weaknesses in the 2021/22 budget and financial management
arrangements. The 2022/23 budget was set but was only able to balance through the incorporation of the ‘in principle’ capitalisation direction support. The Commissioner’s
noted that they did not think the savings in the 2022/23 budget were realistic or achievable. Similar to 2021/22, shortly after the 2022/23 budget was set, the Council was
reporting that they were unlikely to deliver the forecast savings and were reporting significant overspends. There was slight improvement in 2023/24 budget setting but the
Council is very much still in the discovery phase of understanding the extent of its issues so during 2023/24, several balance sheet related issues were identified which resulted in
a significant overspend and the Commissioner’s conclusion that the Council had been inadequately monitoring critical elements of the balance sheet. For the 2024/25 budget,
the Council had undertaken a range of budget deep dives and zero-based budgeting reviews to identify the potential to remove any non-essential expenditure. The
Commissioners re-iterated that performing exercises such as these is a short term solution to a long-term problem. The Council needed to create a target operating model to
support its long term financial sustainability and we note that this is starting to be developed in earnest now. Overall, we identify a significant weakness in the Council’s budget
setting arrangements which is initially identified in 2021/22 and remains outstanding in 2022/23 and 2023/2%. We do not consider there to have been sufficient progress in
2022/23 and 2023/24 to warrant the significant weakness to be de-escalated, this is particularly evidenced by overspends in 2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/2% budgets alongside
the Commissioner’s critiques of the 2024/25 budget. We consider our May 2021 recommendation on finance capacity and expertise to be relevant to this weakness and note that
it remains outstanding.
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Executive summary

Governance

Overall, we determine that seven significant weaknesses persist at the Council for 2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/24. We raise two new significant weaknesses and key
recommendations in this report in relation to the transformation programme (SW1) and the permanence of senior staff (SW2). We consider that a previous significant weakness and
statutory recommendation from May 2021 and key recommendation from May 2024 relating to the monitoring and governance of group entities (SW3) remains outstanding. We
consider that our July 2021 statutory recommendation asking the Council to produce a comprehensive project plan for governance (SWU4) remains outstanding.

We find that the Council has addressed the demands of one of our statutory recommendations from February 2023 surrounding using informal groups for decision-making. This is
very positive progress and worthy of note. However, we find that one of our statutory recommendations from February 2023 remains outstanding (SW5) and our key
recommendations from May 2024 relating to the Council's decision-making processes (SWé) and the governance of Slough Children’s First remain outstanding (SW7).

Our May 2021 statutory recommendations included one recommendation relating to governance: we asked the Council to review and implement effective financial governance and
monitoring arrangements for its group entities. We had identified control weaknesses relating to the separation between the financial transactions of Slough Council and James
Elliman Homes (one of the Council’s wholly owned companies). We consider this recommendation to remain outstanding at the time of reporting as there continues to be a lack of
separation between the transactions of the company and of the Council. At present, the Council is also experiencing significant financial viability concerns regarding James Elliman
Homes, which has a knock-on impact for the Council’s own financial arrangements and sustainability. We also consider our key recommendation relating to management of Council
subsidiaries to be outstanding for these reasons.

In July 2021, we raised a statutory recommendation asking the Council to develop a comprehensive project plan for improving governance arrangements. We have repeatedly asked
the authority to provide a progress update on whether this recommendation has been addressed but are yet to receive any update from the Council. We therefore consider this
recommendation to be outstanding.

In our prior year report, we identified a significant weakness and key recommendation regarding the Council’s ability to make informed decisions and properly manage risks
referring specifically to the Our Futures transformation programme. For 2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/24, we have identified a new significant weakness in relation to the Council’s
transformation programme and management of external review recommendations. We consider this to be closely related to the previous key recommendation surrounding informed
decision-making but this new key recommendation has a focus on the Council’s arrangements for tracking and monitoring recommendations from external reviews and then using
these recommendations to inform the improvement/transformation programme. To our knowledge, the following external reviews have taken place in recent years:

LGA Peer Review 2019

LGA Governance Review 2020

Grant Thornton’s statutory recommendations (four recommendations) May 2021

Grant Thornton’s statutory recommendations July 2021

DLUHC's governance review September 2021

CIPFA financial review October 2021

SBC Revenues and Benefits Service Review 2021 - by CIPFA

Outside of these reviews, the Council has also had recommendations raised by the Commissioners in their regular reports to the Minister. What is clear is that Slough Borough
Council has been subject to significant external review in recent years, resulting in a substantial number of recommendations aimed toward the Council’s improvement.
Throughout our review for this report, it became clear that the Council has not had the appropriate apparatus in place to manage the recommendations raised from previous
external reviews.

To Do T I o Do Do
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Executive summary

It was also noted in the DLUHC governance review that ‘the Council structure is not mature nor adequate enough to deliver on the significant challenge facing the Council.” What
appears to be happening is that the Council tries to respond to the recommendations raised in the most recent review (for example, the fourth commissioner’s report), but
tracking and monitoring of recommendations from previous reviews has not been sufficiently prioritised.

This is also impacted by the significant churn at the organisation that the ‘responsible owner’ for the actioning of the recommendation may have left the organisation and
changed, making it difficult to hold individuals accountable and to track who is responsible for what recommendation. The same has occurred with recommendations raised by
internal audit.

However, the Council has responded proactively to the latest Commissioners’ report (the fourth report]. In response, the Council has prepared and presented the Phase 2
Recovery Plan. To officers credit, the plan is comprehensive and demonstrates the progress the Council has made in some of the areas pertaining to the statutory directions while
also indicating the areas for improvement. These are also echoed in the Commissioners’ reports. It appears that this is the first time the Council has done this in response to a
Commissioner’s report which is disappointing considering this is the Commissioner’s fourth report and we are almost three years into the intervention process.

Commissioners had also brought up the ‘lack of appropriate response’ by the Council to the first Commissioner report in their second report. It has therefore taken a significant
amount of time for the Council to apply an appropriate level of importance to the Commissioner’s reports and associated recommendations, contributing to the Commissioner’s
critiques regarding lack of pace.

While the Phase 2 Recovery Plan is certainly comprehensive, it only takes the Council so far. The plan goes to March 2026. The Council does not currently have a long-term
transformation programme in place which has the ultimate goal of exiting intervention and securing its best value duty as its overriding objective. At this point in the intervention
process, we would have expected to see a transformation programme which outlines Slough’s long term trajectory. The Transformation Board was only implemented in March
2024, almost 3 years after the intervention began.

The Commissioner’s fourth report emphasised the need for the Council to develop its target operating model in order to demonstrate how it plans to manage its service provision
obligations within its financial envelope in the long term. It is our auditor judgement that the Council is still very far from a point of being able to produce a target operating model
that would stand up to any level of challenge or scrutiny due to the fact that the discovery phase is still ongoing and continuing to unearth significant challenges that the Council
is needing to firefight in order to manage business as usual activities. Even if the Council were able to produce a target operating model for the Commissioners today, due to the
scale of the financial challenge, the assumptions which would have to be made in order to support that model would be extremely volatile to variation and therefore expose the
model to significant risk.

We have found a significant weakness in the Council’s arrangements and raise a key recommendation. We recommend that the Council devise a transformation programme
which incorporates all the recommendations from the external reviews it has had in recent years, separates the themes of the recommendations into workstreams with phased
profiling and delivery of actions, with the ultimate goal of this transformation programme being an exit to intervention and securing the best value duty. This plan must have
defined and allocated funding. The Council currently only have £4m allocated to the transformation programme for the next 2 years. We consider this an insufficient amount for
the scale of transformation that the Council needs to deliver.

We also identify a second new significant weakness pertaining to 2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/24 surrounding the permanence of senior staff. During the years of our review
(2021/22 to 2023/24), the Council has had significant turnover in the senior management team at the officer level. Since 1 April 2021 to present day, there have been four Chief
Executives, four Section 151 officers, five Monitoring Officers, two Directors of Adult Social Services and three Directors of Children’s Social Care. A new corporate leadership team
was in place as at July 2023.
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Executive summary

This allowed for greater stability and permanence though there has been changes since this team was introduced, further destabilising the organisational leadership.

In order for the Council to secure meaningful improvement, it is critical for the Council to have stable leadership. We raise a key recommendation urging the authority to
maintain the permanence of the Corporate Leadership Team so far as is reasonably practicable. The level of churn at the organisation has slowed down the pace of
improvement which is one of the Commissioner’s key criticisms in the fourth report.

It is worth highlighting that there has been a fair amount of turnover at Commissioner level since 1 April 2021. The Lead Commissioner has changed, the Finance Commissioner
has changed and the original Assistant Commissioner is now the Lead Commissioner.

In February 2023, we raised two statutory recommendations urging the Council to (1) ensure that for important (in financial or strategic terms) decisions, sufficient and
adequate information is made available to Members within the formal governance progresses to support the decisions, including a comprehensive business case. The second (2)
statutory recommendation asked the Council to ensure that informal groups were not substituted for formal Member groups for decisions. We do not consider that the Council
has progressed enough in the first recommendation to warrant the recommendation being closed. We received a progress update on this recommendation but it was insufficient
in detail for us to be able to conclude that this recommendation could be resolved. We consider this recommendation to be outstanding.

We find that the Council has addressed of our second statutory recommendation from February 2023 surrounding using informal groups for decision-making. This is very
positive progress and worthy of note. However, we find that one of our statutory recommendations from February 2023 remains outstanding and our key recommendations from
May 2024 relating to the Council's decision-making processes and the governance of Slough Children’s First remain outstanding.

Our key recommendation in May 2024 relates closely to the previous February 2023 statutory recommendation and asks the Council to ensure that decision-making procedures
are followed, decisions are supported by adequate information, decisions are formally recorded and that, for investment decisions, the Council should assess whether those
making the decision have the relevant capacity and skills to make the decision. The Council’s 2022/23 Annual Governance Statement contained a review of its governance
arrangements. This concluded that historic decision-making had been poorly supported by legal and financial advice and that new clearance deadlines and an increased focus
on this at CLT had led to some improvements. It also assessed that significant improvements had been made in relation to decision-making at member level, including increasing
the amount of information put in Part 1 (public) reports, improving the evidence base for decisions, delivering officer training on decision-making processes and report writing,
improvements in data collection and analysis and requiring business cases for specific decisions. The Council, however, continue to have issues with late reports, there are still
examples of reports being published after statutory deadlines, forward planning at CLT needs to improve to ensure that senior officers can spend sufficient time discussing
strategic priorities and the Council needs to review its external schemes of delegation to ensure they reflect the current management structure. Overall, we consider that this key
recommendation remains outstanding.

In May 2024, we raised a key recommendation for the Council to ensure it effectively manages Slough Children’s First in terms of governance. In March 2023, Ofsted published
its report following the inspection of Slough children’s services. The overall judgement was ‘requires improvement to be good’ but the impact of leaders on social work practice
was found to be ‘inadequate.” Scrutiny by senior leaders of the Council and governance arrangements were found to be areas requiring improvement. The Annual Governance
Statement for 2022/23 included an assessment of governance of children’s services and Slough Children’s First. The Council recognised the need to improve its corporate
parenting role at both officer and member level and support Slough Children’s First to deliver cost effective services within its agreed budget. The Council agreed to the
Department for Education commissioning a review of business planning by Mutual Ventures. In December 2023, the Council approved an updated business and improvement
plan for SCF, together with new contractual key performance indicators, which include indicators relating to short and medium term financial sustainability and value for
money. This plan has included increased funding for SCF based on data and benchmarking evidence and on the basis that these funds are being utilised to reduce costs of
services in the future.
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Commercial in confidence

Executive summary

The Council has made significant positive progress with regard to Slough Children’s First and this is evident through the approval for the Corporate Plan focusing on children and
young people, the recruitment of a permanent Executive Director for Children who is the Chief Executive of SCF, a new Chairman of the Board, a new Council non-executive
director with a finance background and a new Operations Director and a new Finance Director. The company has been taking quarterly reports to the Audit and Corporate
Governance Committee showing progress (though these reports have since ceased due to a review of the contract management arrangements).

While we acknowledge the positive direction of travel, we do not consider there to be enough progress to warrant the closing of our key recommendation and significant
weakness. The company continues to struggle with poor financial performance and there is now in intervention in two areas: in SEND for the Council and in children’s services for
the company. From our review, it is clear that there has been significant progress in the governance of Slough Children’s First and this reflects a positive direction of travel.
2023/24 proves to be a marked shift toward improved progress and we want to give the Council and the company credit for this positive improvement. SCF was not able to
produce an annual report for 2022/23 but has now produced a 2023/24 annual report which was presented to the September 2024 Cabinet. This report shows that SCF has been
able to deliver services within its budget for 2023/2% whilst continuing to improve services. There are indications that this will lead to further reductions in the contract sum than
those presented in the business plan which was approved in December 2023.

We do, however, remain concerned surrounding the company’s relationship with the Council as it is still very much on its improvement journey. There is undoubtedly a positive
direction of travel but we do not yet feel comfortable that the governance has improved such that we can de-escalate our significant weakness and key recommendation from the
prior year. Risks still remain as is evidenced by our previous commentary but we encourage the Council to continue on this path of improvement. For this reason, our key
recommendation remains outstanding but it is worth saying that we will continue to monitor this position and make note of improvements. We are required to assess
arrangements from 2021/22 to 2023/24 and while we can see clear improvements in the second half of 2023/24, there continues to be significant weaknesses during the first half
of 2023/24 and the preceding years.

We also raise two improvement recommendations in this report asking the Council to include follow up of internal audit actions and recommendations at every directorate
leadership team meeting as well as at SLT meetings. We also ask that the Council ensure the Audit and Corporate Governance Committee reports annually on its effectiveness,
develops an appropriate training programme for members and remains apolitical with no overlap with scrutiny committees.
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Executive summary

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

@i Overall, we consider that three significant weaknesses remain in improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness. We raise two key recommendations in this report relating to
performance reporting and children’s services and SEND. The key recommendation for performance reporting is only applicable to 2021/22 and 2022/23 and is not applicable to
2023/24. We consider the key recommendation in relation to children’s and SEND to be applicable to all three years under review. We also consider a previous key
recommendation from May 2024 to be outstanding.

In our report from May 2024, we raised a key recommendation for the Council to develop its corporate oversight to ensure it delvers improvements in economy efficiency and
effectiveness to address the following weaknesses:

A" Lack of understanding and cost comparisons with other similar authorities
A Inadequate arrangement to ensure effective partnership arrangements
A Inadequate procurement arrangements.

In this report, we are pleased to note that there has been significant improvement in the Council’s procurement function. The procurement function was previously outsourced and
the Council had found it difficult to effectively manage the contract with the provider and this resulted in the procurement function at the authority being fairly ineffective and
reactive. In June 2022, the Council informed the procurement provider of the intention to bring the procurement function in-house and by October 2022 the Council had exited
the outsourced arrangement. During this time, the Head of Commercial was leading significant efforts to improve the governance processes supporting procurement at the
Council, including revising the Contract Procedure Rules and introducing a contracts register. In January 2022, a project was initiated to introduce a contracts register to the
Council. By June 2022, the register was in place and the project had entered phase 2 which involves using the register to identify contracts to be terminated as they were surplus
to requirements and there were opportunities to gain better value for money through changing the scope of the contracts or combining contracts. In November 2022, updated
Contract Procedure Rules (which included raising the threshold) were approved by the Council. By December 2022, Commissioner’s had noted there to be notable progress in
this area which was to be commended owing to the Council’s efforts in improving processes and procedures in the function. The Commissioner’s third report from September 2023
praised the Council’s efforts surrounding the improvement of the systems and processes supporting procurement and contract management. This included the management of
the contracts register, the development of a commercial strategy and the efforts of the head of commercial services. We raise an improvement recommendation to urge the
Council to develop a procurement strategy. We have learnt that this is in development but highlight this recommendation to track the Council’s progress on this. We do not
consider the procurement element of this key recommendation to be outstanding and consider that portion of the key recommendation resolved.

We did not find sufficient evidence of the Council understanding and benchmarking its costs with other similar authorities. 2021/22 was an extremely difficult year for the Council
and there was no clear evidence of effort directed toward partnership working in 2021/22. The Council’s new Corporate Plan from September 2023 identifies strengthening its
partnerships as one of the key principles to the Council’s approach. In this report, we found that the Council is not necessarily utilizing the opportunities within its gift to
strengthen partnership arrangements. The Council should work to ensure that strengthening partnerships within the context of their transformation journey in order to fully
optimise partnership working. There is a partnership element to Slough’s transformation journey and target operating model development. We did not observe any evidence of the
Council having considered the potential scope for partnerships or opportunities within its business community and how this could support the transformation journey. It was
noted in the Commissioner’s first report that the interaction between Slough and it’s business community is ‘not of the highest quality.” We consider that our key recommendation
from 2019/20 and 2020/21 asking the Council to ensure effective partnership arrangements remains outstanding.
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Executive summary

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

@i Our review showed that there was only evidence of one performance report being taken to Cabinet during 2021/22 (at the September 2021 meeting). There was no evidence of any
other performance reports going to the Cabinet in 2021/22. There was also no evidence of any performance reporting in 2022/23. The next performance report taken to Cabinet
was in 2023/24 - in August and October 2023 and April 2024. We conclude this to be a significant weakness in arrangements for 2021/22 and 2022/23. The Council has been able
to return to normal reporting for 2023/24 - the significant weakness is therefore lifted in this year.

Children’s services continues to be an area where the Council has experienced challenges. The service has been in intervention for over a decade. The delivery model went
through a significant change on 1 April 2021 when the Trust was subsumed by a company which is now one of the only Councils in the country who use a wholly owned company
to deliver children’s services. In August 2023, the Secretary of State issued a statutory direction to the Council in relation to its SEND service provision. Due to the longstanding
(renewed yearly) statutory direction on children’s services and the new SEND statutory direction, we identify o significant weakness in the Council’s arrangements surrounding
the performance of children’s services. Children in Slough continue to be failed by the Council’s performance in its best value duty. We acknowledge that the Council is making
significant efforts toward improving and this is acknowledged through the Commissioner’s reports, however, we raise a key recommendation. The fact that it took the Council
from 2015 to 2019 to see improvements in children’s services was considered by DLUHC in its governance review published in October 2021 to be indicative of a Council that does
not deliver at pace. This charge was echoed in the Commissioner’s fourth report. During 2022/23, the Council/company struggled with increases with demand and high levels of
complexity in cases. In January 2023, the Council was subject to an Ofsted inspection that concluded that the service ‘requires improvement.” One of the five categories of
assessment received an ‘inadequate’ rating and the other four were ‘requires improvement.” The report told a similar story to the DLUHC commissioner’s conclusions and found
that although there had been improvement from the 2019 position, more needed to be done and improvement was inconsistent. The Council’s overall improvement programme
(the Phase 2 Recovery Plan 2024-26) supports governance arrangements to monitor the performance of children’s. The company is supported by the Slough Children’s First
Board and the DfE Commissioner monitors progress via the Improvement Board (previously the Getting to Good Board). SCF’s strategic leadership team feed into both these
boards. Children’s Services improvement forms the third pillar of the improvement plan. The SEND WSoA and SCF Improvement Programme are the vehicles through which the
Council aims to see improvements. We will continue to monitor the Council’s journey and are supportive of the efforts being directed towards securing its best value duty.

Acknowledgements
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have engaged during the course of our review.
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Use of auditor's powers

We bring the following matters to your attention:

2021/22, 2022/23 & 2023/24

Statutory recommendations We raised statutory recommendations in May
2021, July 2021 and February 2023. These

Under Schedule 7 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, auditors can make written recommendations to the audited body which need to be remain outstanding. One statutory

considered by the body and responded to publicly. recommendation from February 2023 is
closed.

Public Interest Report We did not issue a public interest report.

Under Schedule 7 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, auditors have the power to make a report if they consider a matter is sufficiently important
to be brought to the attention of the audited body or the public as a matter of urgency, including matters which may already be known to the public, but
where it is in the public interest for the auditor to publish their independent view.

Application to the Court We did not make an application to the Court.

Under Section 28 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, if auditors think that an item of account is contrary to law, they may apply to the court for a
declaration to that effect.

Advisory notice We did not issue any advisory notices.

Under Section 29 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, auditors may issue an advisory notice if the auditor thinks that the authority or an officer of
the authority:

A is about to make or has made a decision which involves or would involve the authority incurring unlawful expenditure,
A is about to take or has begun to take a course of action which, if followed to its conclusion, would be unlawful and likely to cause a loss or deficiency, or

A is about to enter an item of account, the entry of which is unlawful.

Judicial review We did not make an application for judicial
review.

Under Section 31 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, auditors may make an application for judicial review of a decision of an authority, or of a

failure by an authority to act, which it is reasonable to believe would have an effect on the accounts of that body.
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Securing economy, efficiency and
effectiveness in the Council’s use of

resources

All councils are responsible for putting in place proper arrangements to secure economy, efficiency and
effectiveness from their resources. This includes taking properly informed decisions and managing key

operational and financial risks so that they can deliver their objectives and safeguard public money. The
Council’s responsibilities are set out in Appendix A.

Councils report on their arrangements, and the effectiveness of these arrangements as part of their annual governance statement.

Under the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, we are required to be satisfied whether the Council has made proper arrangements for
securing economy, efficiency and effectiveness in its use of resources.

The National Audit Office’s Auditor Guidance Note (AGN]) 03, requires us to assess arrangements under three areas:

Financial sustainability

Arrangements for ensuring the Council
can continue to deliver services. This
includes planning resources to ensure
adequate finances and maintain
sustainable levels of spending over the
medium term

(3-5 years).

Governance

Arrangements for ensuring that the
Council makes appropriate decisions in
the right way. This includes arrangements
for budget setting and management, risk
management, and ensuring the Council
makes decisions based on appropriate
information.

«\ Improving economy,
@# efficiency and effectiveness

Arrangements for improving the way the
Council delivers its services. This includes
arrangements for understanding costs and
delivering efficiencies and improving
outcomes for service users.

Our commentary on the Council’s arrangements in each of these three areas, is set out on pages 19 to 63.
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In addition to our financial
statements audit work, we
perform a range of procedures
to inform our value for money

commentary:

A Review of Council, Cabinet and
committee reports

A Regular meetings with senior officers

A Interviews with other members and
management

A Attendance at Audit & Governance
Committee

A Considering the work of internal
audit

A Reviewing reports from third parties
including Ofsted

A Reviewing the Council’s Annual

Governance Statement and other
publications
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The current LG landscape

&

National context

Local government in England continues to face significant challenges as a sector. These include a high level of uncertainty over future levels of government funding, alongside delays to the
Government’s plans for reform of the local government finance system, impacting on medium-term financial planning. This is also a time of generationally significant levels of inflation - the
UK inflation rate was 7.8% in April 2022, rising to a 41-year high of 11.1% in October 2022, then reducing to 10.1% in March 2023. Inflation levels put pressure on councils’ revenue and capital
expenditure, as well as the associated cost of living crisis impacting on local communities and businesses, leading to an increase in demand for council services such as children with special
education needs with associated transport costs, debt advice, housing needs, and mental health, as well as impacting on some areas of council income such as car parking and the collection
rates of council tax, business rates and rents. This follows a significant period of funding reductions by Government (2012 to 2017) and the impacts of Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic
which, for example, have contributed to workforce shortages in a number of council service areas, as well creating supply chain fragility risks.

The local government finance settlement for 2023/24 was better than many in the sector anticipated demonstrating an understanding by Government of the financial challenges being faced
by the sector. However, the Local Government Association, in July 2023, estimated that the costs to councils of delivering their services will exceed their core funding by £2bn in 2023/24 and
by £900m in 2024/25. This includes underlying cost pressures that pre-date and have been increased by the pandemic, such as demographic pressures increasing the demand for services
such as social care and homelessness.

Over the past decade many councils have sought to increase commercial activity as a way to generate new sources of income which has increased the nature of financial risk, as well as the
need to ensure there is appropriate skills and capacity in place to manage such activities.

Local government is coming under an increased spotlight in terms of how the sector responds to these external challenges, including the Government establishing the Office for Local
Government [Oﬂog] and there has been an increase in the number of councils who have laid a Section 114 Notice, or are commenting on the likelihood of such an action, as well as continued
Government intervention at a number of councils.

There has also been an increase in the use of auditors using their statutory powers, such as public interest reporting and statutory recommendations. The use of such auditor powers typically
derive from Value for Money audit work, where weaknesses in arrangements have been identified. These include:

A afailure to understand and manage the risks associated with commercial investments and council owned companies
a failure to address and resolve relationship difficulties between senior officers and members
significant challenges associated with financial capability and capacity

a lack of compliance with procurement and contract management processes and procedures

p SIS S

ineffective leadership and decision-making.

Value for Money audit has an important role in providing assurance and supporting improvement in the sector.
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Key recommendations

Financial sustainability

'@}* Key Recommendation 1
e

The Council must review the basis of the Asset Disposal Programme to ensure that is based on
robust, appropriate and reasonable assumptions. This review must include collaborative working
between the finance function and the asset disposals/property expertise to ensure that financial
implications are considered in the final programme.

Audit year

2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/24

Auditor judgement

The Council are currently reviewing the robustness of the Asset Disposal Programme. The
Council’s Medium Term financial plan heavily relies on the Asset Disposal Programme and
associated Capitalisation Direction and we do not have assurance that the plan is predicated on
appropriate, reasonable and robust assumptions. The Council is dependent on the capitalisation
direction to remain financially viable. Without it, the Council would overspend by 78% in
2022/23. The capitalisation direction needs to be financed by capital receipts or additional
borrowing. The Asset Disposal Programme is the means by which the Council will finance the
capitalisation direction by capital receipts. We have found that there are significant flaws in this
programme. That increases the risk that the Council will need to use additional borrowing to meet
the capitalisation direction and add to its already disproportionate borrowing costs. We also do
not have assurance that the Council has considered what the extensive asset disposal
programme will mean for the future operating model as this has been highlighted previously as a
weakness.

Management Comments

The Council recognises the need to review the basis of the Asset Disposal Programme, and this
process is being undertaken with the clear aim that a more realistic disposals programme is
developed and approved - particularly with regard to assets held within the General Fund. A
detailed analysis of all general fund fixed ossets, setting out likely value (given the limitations
within the current morket] compared to outstanding loan, net revenue cost or income generated,
plus their importance for the delivery of essential front-line services is now being finalised. The
review has been undertaken jointly by property and finance colleagues and the outcome will be
reflected in the refresh of the Treasury Management Strategy and Medium-Term Financial
Strategy (MTFS) to be considered by Cabinet in November 2024.

(continued]
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The range of
recommendations that
external auditors can
make is explained in
Appendix C.
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Key recommendations

Financial sustainability

@# Management Comments  Initial findings demonstrate medium term General Fund asset disposal assumptions to March

X% (continued) 2027 to be unrealisable and a more achievable programme of disposals for the period will be
recommended for Council approval. Any further opportunities will align to the outcome of the
review of the future operating model for the Council. The outcome of the asset review will have
fundamental implications for the trajectory of debt reduction, MTFS and arrangements for
securing long term financial sustainability for the Council, as reflected in the mid-year MTFS
refresh, with additional savings required to mitigate the increased capital financing costs arising
from the reduction in programmed disposals.

Commercial in confidence

The range of
recommendations that
external auditors can
make is explained in
Appendix C.

© 2024 Grant Thornton UK LLP. Confidential and information only. Interim Auditor’s Annual Report - Slough Borough Council | October 2024+ 20



Commercial in confidence

Key recommendations

Governance

Key Recommendation 2

The Council must devise a transformation programme which is supported by adequate and defined funding which has the
ultimate goal of the Council exiting intervention and securing its best value duty. The programme must include how the Council is
addressing the recommendations raised from previous reviews or these must be tracked centrally to ensure resolution.

Audit year

2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/24

Auditor judgement

The Council has a Transformation Programme in place but it is only to 31 March 2026 and does not have exiting intervention in its
plan. We have found a significant weakness in the Council’s arrangements and raise a key recommendation. We recommend that
the Council devise a transformation programme which incorporates all the recommendations from the external reviews it has had
in recent years, separates the themes of the recommendations into workstreams with phased profiling and delivery of actions, with
the ultimate goal of this transformation programme being an exit to intervention and securing the best value duty. This plan must
have defined and allocated funding. The Council currently only have £4m allocated to the transformation programme for the next
2 years. We consider this an insufficient amount for the scale of transformation that the Council needs to deliver.

Progress against this plan should ultimately be reported to Commissioners but it is important that officers have their own
governance in place, outside the Commissioner-related governance, to report and challenge progress. This can then feed into the
Commissioner-related governance structure.

The plan must have also considered all means at Slough’s disposal in terms of aiding the Council in progressing the transformation
programme. We incorporate in our recommendation that the Council consider the benefits of the involvement of the business
community in its future recovery plans or in the development of its future organisation-wide transformation programme.

Management Comments

The Improvement and Recovery Action Plan is being refreshed to go to Cabinet by the end of the calendar year. The Improvement
and Recovery plan sets out our improvement journey with the goal of moving towards becoming a best value authority and exiting
intervention in 2026. Before the plan is published, a progress review against directions and the Council's progress to secure its
Best Value Duty will go to Cabinet in November 2024. This will provide a baseline from which to improve. The Plan will then map
out, at the high level, the success measures for Slough in becoming a Best Value Council, the actions needed and the rationale for
taking these actions, which will need to take account of what has been previously identified as the underlying issue. The Council
will seek to integrate previous internal and external audit findings and recommendations, recognising these as key assessments of
the issues that need to be addressed, and recognising delivery of the recommendations as key milestones in improvement and
recovery.

Alongside this, the outline concepts of a future operating model are going to Cabinet in November. This identifies the key
workstreams that are needed to implement the operating model, at a high level.

(continued]
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Key recommendations

Governance

Management Comments
(continued)

The improvement and recovery plan and operating model will set the framework for determining the transformation resources
needed within Chief Executives, in other support teams and in frontline teams. There is currently £4m identified, from the 2024/25
and 2025/26 (indicative) budgets to support transformation; this will be reviewed in the context of the 25/26 budget and the scale
of investment required to deliver the improvement and achieve sustainable budgets in the future.

Proposals are currently being drafted so that capacity can be agreed in the round (within corporate support teams and frontline
teams) by the end of the calendar year. In the meantime, interim capacity has been increased iteratively in Chief Executives,
under the Director of Strategy, Change and Transformation who started in July 2024, and in support and frontline teams.
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Key recommendations

Governance

'@}* Key Recommendation 3
>

The Council and Commissioners should aim to maintain the permanence of the senior leadership The range of
team so far as is reasonably practicable. This should also include the second tier of posts. recommendations that

Audit year

external auditors can

2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/24 . : !
make is explained in

Auditor judgement

. . . - . Appendix C.
During the years of our review (2021/22 to 2023/2Y4), the Council has had significant turnover in

the senior management team at the officer level. Since 1 April 2021 to present day, there have )
been four Chief Executives, four Section 151 officers, five Monitoring Officers, two Directors of & \
Adult Social Services and three Directors of Children’s Social Care. In order for the Council to g
secure meaningful improvement, it is critical for the Council to have stable leadership. We raise a
key recommendation urging the authority to maintain the permanence of the Corporate
Leadership Team so far as is reasonably practicable. The level of churn at the organisation has
slowed down the pace of improvement which is one of the Commissioner’s key criticisms in the
fourth report.

Management Comments

The Council has implemented an extensive programme of recruitment and retention to achieve a
more permanent cohort of senior managers. This has resulted in all but two of the positions on
CLT now being filled by permanent staff. Of the remainder the permanent Executive Director of
Resources role recruitment deadline has recently passed while the Chief Executive joined in
March 2024 on a fixed term contract. The wider leadership team is also substantially permanent,
with all Director level posts successfully filled permanently apart from the two roles in finance,
where the permanent recruitment is planned to follow the appointment of the Executive Director.
While it is inevitable that there will continue to be some change and movement, the council has
taken strong steps to have a substantially permanent leadership team and, where necessary, to
secure interim support on a longer-term basis.
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Key recommendations

Improving economy, efficiency & effectiveness

Key Recommendation 4 The Council should report on its performance against the key performance indicators (KPIs) The range of
which lie behind its Council Plan to Cabinet. recommendations that
Audit year 2021/22 and 2022/23 external auditors can
make is explained in
Appendix C.
Auditor judgement Our review shows that there is only evidence of one performance report being taken to Cabinet

during 2021/22 (at the September 2021 meeting). There is no evidence of any other performance . ‘
reports going to the Cabinet in 2021/22. | AN ‘
There is also no evidence of any performance reporting in 2022/23. ;

We conclude this to be a significant weakness in arrangements for 2021/22 and 2022/23. Given
the circumstances the authority was experiencing at the time, it is unsurprising that it was not
reporting its performance in line with expectation. The Council has been able to return to normal
reporting for 2023/24 - the significant weakness is therefore lifted in this year.

This recommendation is closed. No further work required.

Management Comments  This recommendation is closed. No further work required. No management comment
necessary.
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Key recommendations

Improving economy, efficiency & effectiveness

Key Recommendation 5

The Council should make all the necessary steps to continue to work with the Department for
Education to improve performance in children’s services and SEND.

Audit year

2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/24

Auditor judgement

Due to the longstanding (renewed yearly) statutory direction on children’s services and the new
SEND statutory direction, we identify a significant weakness in the Council’s arrangements
surrounding the performance of children’s services. Children in Slough continue to be failed by
the Council’s performance in its best value duty. We acknowledge that the Council is making
significant efforts toward improving and this is acknowledged through the Commissioner’s
reports. The Council’s overall improvement programme (the Phase 2 Recovery Plan 2024-26)
supports governance arrangements to monitor the performance of children’s. The company is
supported by the Slough Children’s First Board and the DfE Commissioner monitors progress via
the Improvement Board (previously the Getting to Good Board). SCF’s strategic leadership team
feed into both these boards. Children’s Services improvement forms the third pillar of the
improvement plan. The SEND WSoA and SCF Improvement Programme are the vehicles through
which the Council aims to see improvements. We will continue to monitor the Council’s journey
and are supportive of the efforts being directed towards securing its best value duty.

Management Comments

The Company will continue to be supported by the Slough Children First Board and the
Improvement Board, chaired by the DfE Commissioner as noted in the Auditor judgement above.
Progress is also monitored by Ofsted through their programme of Annual Engagement Meetings,
which also includes SEND, and a Monitoring Visit or Joint Targeted Area Inspection is expected in
the new year. The DfE Commissioner will submit a further report on the progress on the progress
of the Company and SEND to the Minister in the coming months.

The Company’s Annual report will be presented to the Corporate Improvement Scrutiny
Committee in October 2024 and the Company’s Business Plan will be on the Cabinet agenda in
December 2024. Progress against the Company’s Improvement Plan is presented to both the SCF
Company Board and the Improvement Board.

(continued]
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The range of
recommendations that
external auditors can
make is explained in
Appendix C.
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Key recommendations

The range of
recommendations that
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