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1. Purpose of Report 

1.1 To request Cabinet to approve an allocation from the Budget Strategy Reserve and 
budget adjustments to support proposals to reset the organisation following the COVID-
19 pandemic.  

2. Decision(s) recommended 

2.1 Cabinet is asked to approve: 

2.2 An allocation of £332,000 from the Budget Strategy Reserve for the costs of chairs and 
equipment to support home working. 

2.3 That subject to the approval of the final updated Medium Term Financial Strategy 
(MTFS) by Full Council in early 2021, an additional on-going £490,000 be included in 
the MTFS update for 2021/22 and 2022/23 for ICT costs, with the costs being fully offset 
by savings by 2023/24.    

3. Matters for Consideration 

3.1 Following the COVID-19 Pandemic and its impact on work, the Wider Corporate 
Leadership Team has developed an approach to reset the organisation through a 
Recovery and Reset Plan.  



 

 
 

3.2 The Plan recognises the interdependency between our service recovery and our 
people, facilities and technology.  These are the key pillars of a proposed Smarter Ways 
of Working Strategy. The Strategy maps out an approach to allow us to focus on the 
opportunity to reset and reimagine the organisation by challenging the status quo, 
enabling us to continue to be a high performing, forward-thinking, innovative 
organisation that delivers what residents need whilst ensuring that our employees are 
happy, safe and productive. This is reflected in option 2 in this report (section 4.3). 

3.3 Since March 2020, where the job role allows, employees have been working from home.  
A survey of all employees has recently been conducted to find out how staff are feeling 
and working during the pandemic, as well as how working may look in the future. There 
were 1,730 responses and over 9,000 sets of individual comments. All of the feedback 
has enabled the Wider Corporate Leadership Team to start considering the recovery 
phase and inform the way we might reset the organisation to retain the positive benefits 
from this different way of working. Key highlights from the employee survey report were: 

3.3.1 95% of employee survey respondents have enjoyed working from home.  Key evidence 
from the survey confirms that the majority have a better work-life balance, feel more 
productive, and have better connections with family due to time saved not travelling.  
Also many highlighted values that correlate to the Council Plan, such as a reduction in 
carbon emissions, people looking after their own wellbeing much more than before 
Covid restrictions were put into place, eating healthier and exercising much more 
regularly. 

3.3.2 Some of the challenges presented relate to caring for others, such as elderly relatives 
or children who were not at school.   

3.3.3 There was an overwhelming response about the need for video conferencing and 
wanting to connect with colleagues and having the right equipment to use whilst at 
home. 

3.3.4 Many have never tried home working before and confirmed that working from home for 
a good proportion of their working week would enable them to maintain a healthier 
lifestyle and therefore improve their overall wellbeing, a factor that will always contribute 
to more motivated and productive employees and reduced sickness absence and 
associated workforce costs.  There is a clear expectation from employees that home-
working will become a permanent feature of how we deliver services in the future. 

3.4 Some key statistics are: 

 Sickness - The absence rate for the last year (ending 31 August 2020) is 9.64 
days, a reduction of 0.31 days compared to the previous 12 months.  The 
average monthly sickness rate for the Council for the 18 months to 31 March 
2020 was 0.8 days per full time equivalent (FTE). Since April 2020 and up to 
August, the average figure is 0.6 days per FTE, a reduction of 25%. There is a 
continuing trend across all Directorates of a fall in sickness absence rates, with 
the exception of Adult Care and Support where the monthly figure is consistently 
about 1.2 days per FTE.  

 Staff Turnover and Recruitment – At the start of the lockdown period, turnover 
for the Council was 14.6%.  For the year to 31st August, which includes 5 months 



 

 
 

where there has been a requirement to work from home wherever possible, there 
has been a significant reduction in leavers, with the rate being 11.5%.  This 
financial year, we have processed 198 job vacancies and to date, made 154 
appointments.  The recruitment process has mainly been managed remotely 
including conducting virtual interviews and employment checks.  

 Complaints – Compared to the same period for last financial year, year to date 
corporate complaints have decreased from 424 to 345, adults complaints have 
decreased from 33 to 16 and children’s complaints from 70 to 34.  

 Improvements in Productivity – For example, within the Social Work and 
Occupational Therapy teams, staff productivity has improved since the teams 
began working remotely.  Waiting lists have reduced dramatically, for example 
within the Community Social Work team the number people awaiting an 
assessment was 139 during October 2019 and by June 2020 was down to only 
2.  There has been a notable increase in the overall number of assessments 
completed; during the six month period July to December 2019, 1,381 
assessments were completed, however during January – June 2020 the number 
completed was significantly higher at 2,394.  The team’s attribute the increase in 
productivity to a reduction in wasted time due to not commuting to office bases 
and improved use of digital solutions which have saved time whilst still enabling 
teams to communicate effectively. Opportunities to develop practice to support 
this approach have been realised through the embedding of practice guidance 
regarding alternative methods of contact with service users. 

 Travel costs – Between April and August 2020, employee travel costs reduced 
by £149,000.  In Adult Care and Support, the average total monthly mileage in 
2019/20 was 14,728.  In the current financial year, the average monthly mileage 
is 9,686.  

 Carbon management – An on-going lower usage of corporate office 
accommodation could save in the order of 300 tonnes of carbon emissions per 
annum and an on-going reduction in officer travel could save around 100 tonnes 
per annum.  There would also be significant reductions from reduced travel to 
and from work.  These benefits would be partly offset by increased energy 
consumption whilst employees are working from home.    

3.5 The proposed Smarter Ways of Working Strategy will support our employees to 
continue to work in a safe, happy and productive way. It will enable us to reimagine life 
at work, workspaces and working practices of the future that look beyond our current 
boundaries with the aim of ensuring first class service delivery.  

4. What options have been considered and what is the evidence telling us about 
them? 

4.1 There are three options that have been considered with each option having a different 
impact on the key pillars of the Smarter Ways of Working Strategy, namely Technology, 
Facilities and People. These three options are set out below. 

4.2 Strategic Option 1: Home based working by default 



 

 
 

4.2.1 People would, wherever the role allows be home based workers, the vast majority of 
meetings would be held online, and very little office accommodation would be required. 

4.2.2 This would fully embrace flexible working and reflect that our recent staff survey 
indicated that most people are happy to home work. This option would provide the 
opportunity to make savings and generate income for the Council by reducing the size 
of the estate used for Council purposes and lease surplus office accommodation on the 
open market. This would also reduce our carbon footprint.  

4.2.3 This could provide a positive impact on recruitment and retention of staff as their home 
location could be anywhere in the country. 

4.2.4 This option does not recognise the preferred working styles of some employees, their 
personal circumstances including health and safety considerations or operational 
needs.    

4.2.5 The loss of staff coming into our office locations would have an economic impact on the 
areas where buildings are located, including our town centres.  

4.2.6 Managers and staff will require support and investment to help them with the cultural 
shift with training and upskilling to support a new way of working. 

Technology Everyone has a council laptop/smartphone and other equipment 
they need for home working, such as a desktop monitor, DSE 
compliant chair and desk, with a minimal number of docking 
stations in the workplace. This would enable health and safety 
requirements to be met and ensure staff are set-up properly to 
use display screen equipment effectively and safely. 

Facilities A reduced need for workspaces and a small centre for people to 
occasionally come together.  

People Little personal choice, reduces team collaboration and problem 
solving opportunities in support of improved service delivery. 
Impact on mental health and isolation for some colleagues and 
would need to re-negotiate contracts of employment. The 
Council will have a shared responsibility with individuals to 
ensure their homes comply with Health & Safety requirements 
for carrying out work-related activities. Consideration of specific 
health/medical needs of staff would also need to be taken into 
account. 

 

4.3 Strategic Option 2 (preferred): Blended working arrangements (combined home 
and collaborative workspaces model) 

4.3.1 This option would enable homeworking based on the diverse needs of services and 

 also takes into account the personal preferences and circumstances of our employees. 

 The flexibility of this approach will provide an opportunity for employees to have a 

 healthy work/life balance for instance by reducing travel to and from work.  



 

 
 

  

4.3.2 The facilities and digital strategies for our premises and IT infrastructure would be based 
upon a 40% occupancy model. This will allow the premises that are retained to be 
reconfigured to collaborative workspaces that will enable the creation of collaborative 
locations where people can come together in the achievement of ‘key things to do’ for 
our residents and employees, to see, meet and support each other, maintaining and 
strengthening team and organisational identity, making us stand out as an employer of 
choice and attracting talent through our progressive working practices and culture.  

4.3.3 The rationalisation of assets will also support the opportunity to reduce our estate 
footprint and contribute to the Council commitment to reduce our carbon footprint.  

4.3.4 The provision of a number of high quality reconfigured and collaborative workspaces 
will ensure a continued presence in Town Centres, benefitting the local economy.  

4.3.5 The blended working model would require an increase in spend on our IT infrastructure 
and hardware. Managers and staff will require support and investment to help them with 
the cultural shift, and the development of their knowledge and skills in order to realise 
a new, smarter way of working.  

Technology Everyone has a council laptop/smartphone and equipment they 
need for home working, such as a desktop monitor (if needed) 
and DSE compliant chair, with docking stations in the workplace. 
Other equipment including a desk would also be considered 
following the completion of a suitable and sufficient display 
screen equipment/home working assessment. This would 
enable health and safety requirements to be met and ensure 
staff are set-up properly to use display screen equipment 
effectively and safely. 

Facilities Workspaces where people come together to collaborate, 
learning zones and spaces for ‘touch down’.  

People Accommodates personal choice, circumstances and H&S 
matters (home and in the workplace).  

 

4.4 Strategic Option 3: Return to previous working approach 

4.4.1 In essence this would be a return to how we worked as an organisation before Covid-
19.  This would mean most people being in a workspace for the majority of the time and 
limited home working opportunities, functionality and equipment. 

4.4.2 This option requires minimal spend because as an organisation we would revert back 
to our original strategies pre-COVID. It will have a positive impact on the economy of 
the borough by reintroducing staff back into workspaces. However, this option would 
need to be considered carefully in light of the current coronavirus situation and the 
restrictions in place locally. Bringing staff back into the workplace provides a risk and 
further work would need to be carried out to ensure that the workplace can be made 



 

 
 

Covid-19 secure, to ensure the health and safety of staff working there. Numbers of 
staff and capacity of the buildings would need to be assessed further to facilitate a full 
return to work approach. 

4.4.3 By adopting this option we will not realise the opportunities that have been presented 
to us and embrace Smarter Ways of working. We would not be reflecting the 
overwhelming evidence from our employees that confirms, for the majority, a blended 
working approach is how they see our organisation of the future, as an employer of 
choice.    

4.4.4 The opportunity to rationalise assets and achieve additional reductions in our Carbon 
 Footprint will not be realised, impacting upon estate and asset costs, efficiencies and 
 income generation. 

Technology Less impact on the Council’s current digital strategy as changes 
would continue as originally planned. 

Facilities Workspaces would need a 7:10 ratio. Some meeting rooms 
available for work meetings, or training. 

People The majority of people would work in an office based 
environment most of the time.  

  

5. Reasons for recommending preferred option 

5.1 As outlined above, it is recommended that option 2 is adopted as it has the potential to 
fundamentally change the way we work and deliver improved services with greater 
productivity, whilst meeting the needs and preferences of the wider workforce. 
Furthermore, this approach will have positive environmental benefits with the potential 
for reducing our carbon footprint whilst maintaining a staff presence in the borough, 
which will contribute to the local economy. 

5.2 This option would require that all staff are provided with a laptop, mouse, keyboard and 
monitor at home (if wanted). Other equipment including items such as a DSE compliant 
chair or a desk would also be considered following the completion of a suitable and 
sufficient display screen equipment/home working assessment. This would enable 
health and safety requirements to be met and ensure staff are set-up properly to use 
display screen equipment effectively and safely. The desktop devices in the office would 
be replaced by dynadocks, monitor, keyboard and a mouse.  Citrix would be retained 
for a period to provide access to core systems.  New device builds will provide access 
to MS-Teams and other Video Conferencing software. The blended working option will 
allow us to completely reimagine how and where we work. Flexible ways of working 
brings the opportunity to alter our facilities, accelerate the Corporate Approach to 
Delivering an Asset Masterplan and reduce the number of assets, therefore realising 
income generation and asset efficiency.  

  



 

 
 

5.3 The focus can move to providing less but more high-quality collaborative workspaces 
that focus around meaningful interaction around key work priorities with colleagues and 
external organisations. Reduced staffing levels at the Council House will provide the 
space to develop learning zones and share workspaces with suitable partners such as 
WM Police.  

5.4 How a working environment is configured can drive behaviours in many different ways. 
A more flexible, responsive and collaborative workspace mirrors the behaviours 
required that enable us to deliver excellent services to our residents.  Hubs for 
innovation rather than maintaining a traditional workspace.   

5.5 In order to align our internal working practices and behavioural aspirations, a significant 
number of HR policies will need to be reviewed and revised. A Learning and 
Organisational Development plan will also be established to support the knowledge, 
skills and behaviours required to enable short, medium and longer term cultural and 
practical transformation. 

5.6 The impact on escalating our digital strategy, to be delivered in a shorter timescale will 
also require investment as well as an increase in on-going support. 

5.7 This option does provide an opportunity to review our office accommodation and 
 rationalise the space required for Council services, providing the potential to offset some 
 of the costs in the future. 

6. Implications and Considerations 

6.1 State how the proposals in this report contribute to the priorities in the Council Plan: 

Priority: Contribution: 

Economy: 

1. Revitalising our towns and local centres. 
2. UK Central (UKC) and maximising the 

opportunities of HS2. 
3. Increase the supply of housing, 

especially affordable and social housing. 

The proposed blended approach (option 2) 
means that there will be footfall from 
Council staff in our town centres. 

The rationalisation of Council 
accommodation will make development 
sites available for other uses.   

Environment: 

4. Enhance Solihull’s natural environment. 
5. Improve Solihull’s air quality. 
6. Reduce Solihull’s net carbon emissions. 

By rationalising our asset base we can 
accelerate a reduction in our Carbon 
Footprint.  

People and Communities: 

7. Take action to improve life chances in 
our most disadvantaged communities. 

8. Enable communities to thrive. 
9. Sustainable, quality, affordable provision 

for adults & children with complex needs. 

The proposals should help to contribute to 
strong service delivery in these areas.  

https://www.solihull.gov.uk/Portals/0/Ourvisionandpriorities/Council_plan.pdf


 

 
 

6.2 Consultation and Scrutiny: 

6.2.1 Feedback from the staff survey and managers on their experience of working through 
COVID has informed the development of this strategy.  

6.2.2 The preferred option contained within this report is recommended by the Corporate 
Leadership Team.  

6.2.3 This report was considered by the Resources & Delivering Value Scrutiny Board on 12th 
October 2020.  The Scrutiny Board supported option 2, the blended approach.  
Comments from the Board are attached to this report.  

6.3 Financial implications: 

6.3.1 The costs to implement option 2, the blended approach are estimated as: 

 Annual costs for capital financing of additional ICT equipment, plus costs of 
additional ICT staff to support and build devices and to support remote working 
- £490,000 per annum. 

 One-off costs for DSE chairs and equipment to support home working – One-
off costs of £332,000.  

6.3.2 There will be the opportunity to capture cost savings in numerous areas including 
significant savings in accommodation costs, printing, stationary, mileage and expenses. 

6.3.3 In addition, from April 2023, there will be savings of around £240,000 per annum from 
the removal of Citrix. 

6.3.4  Cabinet is asked to approve a one-off allocation of £332,000 from the Budget 
 Strategy Reserve for the costs of DSE chairs and equipment and to include an 
 additional on-going £490,000 in the Medium Term Financial Strategy (MTFS) update 
 for 2021/22 and 2022/23 for the ICT costs.  It is proposed that, by 2023/24 the MTFS 
 assumes that this additional cost is covered by £240,000 from the Citrix saving and 
 target savings of £250,000 per annum from the areas outlined in 6.3.2 above.    

6.4 Legal implications: 

6.4.1 In the event of option 2 being adopted, all legal implications including Health and Safety 
at work will be addressed.  

6.5 Risk implications: 

6.5.1 This will be a major project for the Council to implement and as such a risk register will 
be developed for this project.  

6.6 Equality implications: 

6.6.1 Equality considerations will be covered in all policy changes linked to the proposals 
within this report.  



 

 
 

7. List of appendices referred to 

7.1 Comments from Resources & Delivering Value Scrutiny Board 12th October 2020.  

8. Background papers used to compile this report 

8.1 None 

9. List of other relevant documents 

9.1 None 


