
WORKFORCE PANEL

Held on Tuesday 27 November 2018

Meeting started: 12:04 p.m.
Meeting ended; 12:58 p.m.

PRESENT: Councillor John Ferguson – Lead Member for Workforce and Industrial 
Relations – in the chair

City Mayor Paul Dennett and Councillors Derek Antrobus, Paula Boshell, Bill 
Hinds, Tracy Kelly, David Lancaster, John Merry and Gina Reynolds

OFFICERS: Sam Betts Assistant Director HR & OD
Vanessa Brockbank HR Business Partner
Debbie Brown Director of Service Reform
Steven Fry Head of Customer and Digital Services
Stephen Hulme Strategic HR & OD Manager
Catherine Sharples Strategic HR Manager
Jim Taylor Chief Executive
Carol Eddleston Senior Democratic Services Advisor

Prior to the commencement of the meeting Councillor Ferguson, the City Mayor and a 
number of members of the panel spoke to members of staff and union representatives 
outside of the meeting room to give them an informal opportunity to bring any particular 
issues of concern to elected members’ attention.

1. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf of Councillor Lisa Stone.

2. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest.

3. MINUTES OF PROCEEDINGS

The minutes of the meeting held on 3 September 2018 were approved as a correct 
record.

4. CUSTOMER SERVICES REDESIGN

Before inviting the Director of Service Reform to present the report in detail, Councillor 
Hinds, Lead Member for Finance and Support Services, explained that a redesign was 
essential because the service was not currently fit for purpose. He stressed that a 
significant amount of time had been spent on consultation and, whilst there might still be 
some disagreement on certain issues, he and the senior officers concerned had done 
their best to mitigate the concerns raised. Improvements were already being seen in 
Business Rates, Council Tax and Benefits, and he was confident that the proposed 



redesign would lead to further improvements but he assured the panel that, if the 
redesign did not result in targets being met, ‘the door would still be open’ for further 
discussions. 

The Director of Service Reform explained that, when she took over responsibility for the 
Customer Services division in October 2017, Councillor Hinds had asked her to carry out 
a review due to ongoing concerns about a consistently high volume of abandoned calls, 
poor links between the Gateways and back office, excessive use of bailiffs which was at 
odds with the authority’s anti-poverty strategy, high sickness absence levels and a lack 
of formal case-work performance management arrangements.

The proposals in the report had been developed in line with the council’s reform 
methodology with co-design at its heart from the offset. The project connect delivery 
team had been created to streamline processes and embed new technologies 
throughout the service.  Employees had been released from their ‘day job’ to this team 
for a six month period, with support from ICT, HR & OD and other enablers. Employees 
had developed and created their own role profiles in over 500 hours of workshops, 
observations, 1:2:1 sessions, team meetings and ideas submitted through suggestion 
boxes. These had resulted in the delivery of a number of very successful initiatives 
including pop up coffee & chat mornings, SMS text messages service and scan stations. 

As Councillor Hinds had pointed out, Council Tax and Business Rates collection rates 
had already improved and recovery of Housing Benefit overpayment had now increased 
to 98%. Sickness absence rates had reduced and formal performance management 
arrangements were now in place. 

The Director of Service Reform explained that the proposal to disestablish the customer 
contact centre and the advice teams, aligning the resources from these services back 
into the specialist areas of council tax, benefits, business rates, universal services and 
the gateways, would increase specialist domain expertise to the relevant departments 
and create a new locality model.

The proposed redesign would streamline the service model, reducing from 47 different 
roles to 23, the role profiles having been co-designed with the employees concerned, 
with 31 employees transferring into higher graded roles, one employee at risk of 
transferring into a lower graded role and two further employees potentially affected 
subject to the outcome of competitive interviews during implementation. The proposals 
would allow the 14 employees who had requested VS/VER to leave the authority.

The Director of Service Reform informed the panel that the formal 45 day consultation 
period had been due to close on 5 October but it had been extended by 10 days to allow 
the trade unions more time to provide a detailed response.  The consultation had 
generated a very comprehensive submission from the Gateway Managers suggesting 
that there should be two Locality Managers based at Pendleton Gateway rather than 
one. Following careful consideration the proposed re-design still provided for one 
manager at this location rather than two, but the director confirmed that this would be 
kept under review following implementation.



In summing up, the Director of Service Reform acknowledged that the proposals 
constituted a fundamental redesign of the services affected, with a new operating model 
and the creation of new roles and, as such, it was recognised that staff would need to be 
supported through the implementation. She was proud of the work that had gone into the 
review and of the way that the team had worked together. The proposals were truly 
transformational and she was confident that implementation would benefit residents and 
businesses alike. 

Councillor Hinds, the Director of Service Reform and the Head of Customer and Digital 
Services responded to a number of questions and observations from members of the 
panel, some of which had been raised with them in the informal discussions with staff 
and union reps prior to the start of the formal meeting:

Q - Would Northgate continue to be contracted for the purposes of reducing the backlog?
A – This was only ever intended to be a temporary measure and there would be a 
diminishing requirement for Northgate’s services as time went on. At no point had the 
use of Northgate affected any council employee’s own job.

Q – How long had there been a backlog?
A – It was longstanding and pre-dated the service coming under the current director’s 
remit. Previous managers had attempted to resolve the backlog, to no avail, by 
approving overtime. Once a decision had been taken by the Procurement Board to 
contract Northgate the backlog had reduced in around three months. 

Q – What targets and timeframes were Northgate set?
A – There were different SLAs depending on the type of work concerned, with each 
contract commissioned separately and carefully monitored. Northgate was currently 
contracted until April to work on the backlog in the benefits area.

Q – Some staff seemed to be under the impression that there would be less staff and 
more work, with no extra resources coming into the teams - 
A - In the current arrangements contact centre staff took calls and, where necessary, 
passed on the details to the back office which sometimes led to delays in 
response/conclusion. In the re-design contract centre staff would be assimilated into the 
functional areas that would deal with call handling, digital enquiries and processing 
thereby generating greater resource and expertise.

Q – Some staff felt that they had not been listened to and yet the report detailed 
extensive consultation and co-design
A – There had been 500+ hours of workshops with staff, 1:2:1s, each Service Manager 
had met with their own staff to explain the purpose and impact of the redesign as it was 
acknowledged that this was not a ‘typical restructure’. It constituted a fundamentally 
different structure with different roles and a different way of working.

Q – Staff and union reps had suggested that four individuals might potentially be 
downgraded as opposed to one as indicated in the report?
A – As there was one less post graded at the same level it was known that one individual 
would be assimilated in to a lower graded post as an alternative. It was not known where 



the suggestion of four had come from as the numbers affected would be determined by 
the assimilation arrangements in line with the Workforce Change Policy – two who were 
currently on a certain grade could potentially be upgraded. Any employee who 
experienced a reduction in grade would be covered by the workforce change policy 
which provides for up to 9 months’ pay protection in addition to 3 months’ contractual 
notice. At the same time HR would actively pursue any opportunities for re-deployment 
at the same grade.

In conclusion Councillor Hinds commended the comprehensive report and reiterated that 
the service was currently not fit for purpose. Employees in the service worked extremely 
hard in the face of significant cuts in recent years but it was now time for a redesign 
which would be more sustainable and meet the needs of residents, businesses and the 
council. He spoke again of his confidence that the redesign would be successful but that 
the door would always be open to further discussion.

RESOLVED, THAT: the proposed changes to the Customer Services division within the 
Service Reform Directorate be approved.

5. EMPLOYER SUPPORTED VOLUNTEERING SCHEME

The Strategic HR Manager presented the draft Employer Supported Volunteering 
Scheme for approval. The scheme had been developed in light of the already significant 
amount of volunteering work happening across the city and the council’s commitment to 
make a better & fairer Salford. It was centred around ’24 hours to make a difference’ to 
encourage a flexible, skills based approach to volunteering, in partnership with Salford 
CVS.

It was confirmed that, whilst the scheme did not explicitly provide for offers of time, 
expertise or equipment from external organisations with which the council was involved, 
any such offers would be considered on their merits to see if they matched any with 
suitable volunteering opportunities.

The City Mayor welcomed the scheme and recommended that communications should 
continue after its formal launch to celebrate on an ongoing basis what council staff and 
partners were doing to support and improve the city. 

RESOLVED, THAT: the Employer Supported Volunteering Scheme for Salford City 
Council be approved for implementation.


