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West Midlands Police: Executive 
summary

West Midlands Police is facing a difficult challenge to save the money it needs to by 
March 2015. However, it has made a good start in cutting its spending and has already 
found over 60% of the savings it needs in the first two years.

The force has had a strong response to the spending review. It has developed a robust 
and comprehensive change programme and has had the leadership and capability to 
deliver this in a complex policing environment. The force has been innovative, creative 
and evidence-based and has engaged its workforce well. At the same time, performance 
has been improving: the West Midlands has seen some of the biggest reductions in 
recorded crime in the country; and victim satisfaction with policing is higher than for most 
other forces.

Future spending reductions will be a challenge for the force, which is already managing a 
considerable reduction in funding and has a high level of demand. However, the response 
to this spending review gives HMIC some confidence that the force has put itself in the 
best possible position to manage further reductions.

Financial challenge

West Midlands Police has identified that it needs to save £121m over the four years of the 
spending review (i.e. between March 2011 and March 2015).

While as a proportion of its overall budget (18%) this savings requirement is broadly in 
line with most other forces, HMIC considers that West Midlands Police faces a difficult 
challenge.

This is because the amount of funding it receives from government is adjusted through 
a mechanism called ‘damping’,1 which means it receives less than the police funding 
formula would otherwise provide. (This equates to approximately £20m less than it would 
have received if the funding formula allocation alone were applied.)

While the amount of money it receives2 is comparatively high, given the size of the 
population in the West Midlands, it has more police officers per head than most other 
forces; spends more per officer than most other forces: and spends less per head on 
police staff and police and community support officers (PCSOs). 

1 When the funding formula is allocated, each police force is assured a minimum percentage increase 
in grant each year. This is known as the floor. Those forces that get less than the minimum percentage 
based purely on the formula are topped up to the minimum percentage. In order to pay for this, any 
force receiving an increase based purely on the formula that is greater the minimum percentage has its 
grant scaled back by a standard proportion. This process is commonly referred to as floor damping or 
damping.

2 From the central police funding grant, and from other sources such as council tax.
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Progress in making savings

West Midlands Police has planned how it will save £119m of the £121m required by 
March 2015. It does not have detailed plans in place to find the remaining £2m.3 This is 
not a cause of concern as the force has a strong track record of achieving its savings 
plans, and the amount is a small proportion of the overall expenditure, so we would 
expect the gap to be closed over the remaining two years of the spending review.

Changes to the workforce

All forces spend most of their money on staff costs (such as wages and overtime), and so 
have focused on reducing this expenditure in order to cut costs.4 West Midlands Police is 
no exception.

It is reducing police officer numbers by limiting recruitment and holding vacancies; as 
a result, by the end of the spending review period, the force plans to have 1,601 fewer 
police officers in the West Midlands. This means the number of police officers in the area 
is planned to reduce by 19% between March 20105 and March 2015; this is a greater 
reduction than in most other forces.

There is evidence that West Midlands Police is successfully protecting frontline posts as it 
makes these cuts: between March 2010 and March 2015, the proportion of police officers 
in frontline crime-fighting roles is planned to be maintained at 93%. This compares to an 
overall increase across England and Wales from 89% to 93%.

The force has also made some police staff redundant and not replaced others as they 
have left (e.g. through retirements and resignations); as a result, by the end of the 
spending review period, it is projected that there will be 574 fewer police staff in the 
West Midlands Police. This means the number of police staff is projected to reduce by 
16% between March 2010 and March 2015; this is broadly in line with most other forces. 
West Midlands Police plans to decrease the number of police community support officers 
(PCSOs) by 3%; this is a smaller reduction than in most other forces.

Impact on the public

HMIC expects forces to make savings without damaging the service provided to the 
public. We monitor whether they are achieving this by examining crime rates and the 
results of the user satisfaction surveys which all forces conduct.

Over the first two years of the spending review, recorded crime6 (excluding fraud) fell by 
20% in the West Midlands, which is more than the figure for England and Wales (13%). 
Victim satisfaction remains high at 86.6%7 – this is higher than other forces.

This strong performance indicates that West Midlands Police has been able to make 
savings without having a detrimental effect on the service it provides to the public.
3 The amounts to save may not add up to the total, due to rounding.
4 See Adapting to Austerity, HMIC, London, July 2011, p.13. Available from www.hmic.gov.uk.
5 We use 2010 as our baseline as many forces started to make staff reductions in anticipation of the 

spending review.
6 Crime excluding fraud as per the new classifications released in July 2013 in ONS publication.
7 ± 0.1%.
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Future challenges

HMIC was reassured by the innovative and comprehensive plans that underpin West 
Midlands Police’s change programme. The force has a good understanding of both its 
budgets, and the challenges ahead. There has been strong progress made to date in 
delivering savings while at the same time continuing to improve performance. Although 
there is a funding gap at present, it represents a relatively small proportion of the force’s 
overall budget. The force is already planning for further savings after 2015, and is well 
placed to face future challenges.
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The challenge

Over the four years of the spending review (March 2011 to March 2015), West Midlands 
Police identified that it needs to find savings of £121m, which equates to 18% of its 
total expenditure8 (which in 2012/13 was £627.1m). Across England and Wales, a 17% 
reduction in total expenditure is required.

Progress in making savings: Years 1–2

The force successfully made 61% (£74m) of the total savings required by March 2015 
in the first two years of the spending review period. It achieved the majority of this by 
reducing the workforce and realigning services, using priority based budgeting. The 
workforce is being reduced by requiring police officers to retire as soon as they have 
completed their 30 years of pensionable service; not recruiting any new police officers; 
and reducing the number of police staff, through not recruiting and making some 
redundant. Some £21m of this cut in spending came from non-pay budgets (such as 
reductions in the costs of goods and services).

Plans for Year 3–4

The force has plans in place to achieve further savings of £20m in 2013/14, and another 
£25m in 2014/15. This will leave a £2m funding gap at the end of this period. This is a 
small proportion of overall expenditure, and HMIC would expect that the gap will be easily 
closed by achieving additional savings or underspending over the remainng two years of 
the spending review. 

Looking beyond the current spending review

West Midlands Police has started to consider what savings it might need to make after 
March 2015. Its medium-term financial plan looks forward to 2017/18, and the force has 
already assessed further savings that will be required up to 2018.

The scale of the challenge in the West Midlands

West Midlands Police face a difficult challenge because it is the second largest force in 
England and Wales, second only to the Metropolitan Police Service. It serves a densely 
populated, predominantly urban area, with diverse needs. While it is facing a reduction 
in line with other forces in England and Wales, there are some factors which makes this 
reduction challenging:

• it spends more per head of population than most other forces in England and Wales, 
but the amount received from central Government has been adjusted by ‘damping’ 
so the force receives less than originally allocated on the basis of need; 

8 Based on a gross expenditure baseline in 2010/11.
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• it has a higher than average number of police officers per head of population; and

• the cost of police officers per head is above the average, which means it has less 
flexibility than other forces to make savings by reducing the number of police officers 
(although the cost of police staff per head is lower than most other forces in England 
and Wales).

Demand

Forces face different levels of demand for the service they provide to the public. This 
section looks at three of the key indicators of demand to provide an overall impression of 
the challenges each force faces:

• the number of calls the force receives from the public;

• the number of crimes the force deals with; and

• the number of prosecutions (suspects charged with offences) the force brings.

12 months to March 2013 West Midlands England and Wales
Emergency and priority calls per 
1,000 population

98 134

Victim-based crime per 1,000 
population

53.8 54.5

Prosecutions (charges) per 
1,000 population

10.3 10.2

This table shows that, in 2012/13, West Midlands Police received fewer emergency and 
priority calls per head of population than other forces. It had to deal with a similar number 
of recorded crimes, and supported a similar number of prosecutions as other forces in 
England and Wales.

How difficult is the challenge?

West Midlands Police face a difficult financial challenge arising from its funding position; 
its broadly low cost; and the range of demands from a metropolitan policing environment, 
including serious and complex criminality.
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Response to the challenge

Because over 80% of a police budget (on average) is spent on staff costs,9 it is not 
surprising that forces plan to achieve most of their savings by reducing the number of 
police officers, police community support officers (PCSOs) and police staff employed.

West Midlands Police is no exception. It made an early start on this in 2010, when it 
slowed its recruitment of new police officers and police staff, and reduced the number of 
police staff. The force plans to make 75% of its spending review savings requirement from 
its pay budget. This is a higher proportion than in most other forces and shows that West 
Midlands Police is making some effort to bear down on non-staff savings, in order to limit 
the impact of the cuts on police officer numbers.

Changes to workforce numbers

The following table shows the force’s planned changes to workforce numbers over the 
spending review period, and compares these to the change for England and Wales.10

31 March 
2010 
(baseline)

31 March 
2015

Change West 
Midlands 
change %

England 
and Wales 
change %

Police Officers 8,626 7,025 -1,601 -19% -11%
Police Staff 3,667 3,093 -574 -16% -16%
PCSOs 811 787 -24 -3% -17%
Total 13,104 10,905 -2,199 -17% -13%
Specials 591 555 -36 -6% +60%

Overall, the table shows that West Midlands Police plans to lose more officers than other 
forces. Staff numbers will reduce by a similar percentage to most other forces, and fewer 
PCSOs will be lost than in most other forces in England and Wales.

Changes to the proportion of workforce on the front line

HMIC defines the people who work on the police front line as: “those who are in everyday 
contact with the public and who directly intervene to keep people safe and enforce the 
law”. It is important that as forces reconfigure their structures and reduce workforce 
numbers, they focus on maintaining (or if possible increasing) the proportion of people 
in these crime-fighting roles. 

9 See Adapting to Austerity, HMIC, London, July 2011, p.13. Available from www.hmic.gov.uk.
10 Workforce figures for March 2010 show the actual number of people working for the force in permanent 

posts on the 31 March in that year. People on long-term absences (such as maternity leave) are included 
in these ‘actual’ figures, but vacant posts are not. Workforce projections for March 2015 are for budgeted 
posts, so the actual number of people who will be working for the force at that point in reality may be 
different, because some posts will be vacant or filled by temporary staff. Forces’ projections may also 
exclude people who will be on long-term absences. The difference between actual workforce numbers 
and projected numbers should therefore be taken as an approximate expected change.
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The following chart shows the change in the workforce frontline profile in West Midlands.11

79%
80%

0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000

12,000

14,000

31 March 2010 (Actual) 31 March 2015 (Planned)

W
or

kf
or

ce
 (F

TE
)

Operational front line Operational support Business support

England and Wales operational front line: 
31 March 2010 (actual) = 74%; 31 March 2015 (Planned) = 78%

The number of officers, PCSOs and staff (i.e. of the force’s total workforce) working on 
West Midlands Police’s front line is planned to reduce by 15% between March 2010 and 
March 2015 (from 10,255 to 8,714). 

Over the same period, the proportion of West Midlands’s total workforce allocated to 
frontline roles is planned to increase slightly, from 79% to 80%. This compares with an 
overall increase across England and Wales from 74% to 78%.

The number of West Midlands’s police officers in frontline roles is planned to reduce by 
18% from 7,966 in March 2010 to 6,527 by March 2015, as the following chart shows. The 
proportion of these remaining on the front line is planned to remain the same at 93%. 
This compares to an overall increase across England and Wales from 89% to 93%.
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11 From 2010 Gwent, the Metropolitan Police Service, Wiltshire and North Wales police forces chose to 
code those officers and staff who are on long-term absence from duty due to maternity/paternity leave, 
career break, full-time education or suspension, and those on long-term leave, to their normal working 
role. This has the effect of inflating their workforce and frontline figures by up to 1% compared to other 
forces.
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Collaboration

HMIC monitors force’s progress on collaboration12 because it offers the opportunity to 
deliver efficient, effective policing, and help achieve savings.

We found that the force has established collaborative ways of working at a local, regional 
and national level which has resulted in a number of policing services being delivered 
in collaboration with other forces or organisations. For example, a partnership with the 
British Transport Police and CENTRO consists of a co-located team working to improve 
the safety of passengers travelling on the West Midlands transport system.

Collaborations with other police forces in the region include the central policing of the 
motorways, which provides a regionalised policing service for the motorways of the West 
Midlands, West Mercia and Staffordshire force areas.

The force also has collaborative working arrangements in place with Staffordshire 
Police regarding their criminal justice services, including custody provision; witness 
care; crown court liaison; and road traffic investigation. Plans for further collaboration 
with Staffordshire on some elements of operational policing have been reviewed by 
Staffordshire, who have decided not to proceed with them.

West Midlands Police is exploring opportunities to improve the force’s response to serious 
and organised crime, in collaboration with regional forces and the National Crime Agency.

However, in spite of this activity, in 2014/15 the force expects to spend only 5% of its total 
expenditure on collaboration, which is lower than the 11% figure for England and Wales. 
Overall, collaboration is expected to contribute 2% of the force’s savings requirement, 
which is lower than the 7% figure for England and Wales.

12  HMIC defines collaboration as “all activity where two or more parties work together to achieve a 
common goal, which includes inter force activity and collaboration with the public and private sectors, 
including outsourcing and business partnering”.
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Managing change

Reductions in police budgets have inevitably led to a shrinking workforce. HMIC 
expects forces also to have an eye within their change programmes on the longer term 
transformation which can help maintain or improve the service they offer to the public and 
prepare for future funding reductions.

The West Midlands change programme is a well-established programme of 
modernisation, which incorporates seven strategic reviews in the areas of:

• information services;

• custody and criminal justice;

• contact management;

• learning and development;

• local policing;

• crime; and

• business shared services;

Each area of business has been reviewed in terms of both its cost and the service it 
provides, using a methodology known as priority based budgeting. This has provided the 
force with a comprehensive understanding of its costs, and of the potential impact on 
service, of reductions in spending.

The force is changing to a new operating model, with the aim of balancing the need to 
meet public expectations with the need to work with fewer resources. The aim is to move 
from being reactive, to being predictive and intervening early to stop crimes and incidents 
occurring, investing in pre-emptive work to tackle gang violence, and reduce reoffending 
by the most prolific offenders in the community. The force has started to adapt to this 
way of working, seeking interventions that reduce crime and the demand for a policing 
response. It has one of the most comprehensive approaches to embedding what works 
and increasing the evidence base for effective policing.

The force acknowledges this approach increases the need for effective partnership 
working across different agencies and through better joined-up working, increase the 
ability to have an impact on the issues that cause crime and drive policing demand.

The operating model, workforce and savings plans are integrated and support the delivery 
of the Police and Crime Plan.

In order to manage their workforce and savings plans, the force has used a mandatory 
requirement for officers to retire on completion of their full pensionable service. This 
makes a significant savings contribution for the force and is planned to continue to 2020. 
The risk in this approach is that the force loses all of its most experienced officers. It has 
managed the potential loss of skills by undertaking a skills audit and implementing a 
workforce succession plan, identifying the key operational and leadership roles.
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How is the force engaging police officers, PCSOs and staff in 
the change programme?

West Midlands Police acknowledged the significant impact that the pace and scale of 
change in the early years of the change programme had on the workforce. The force has 
been keen to learn from the experience and improve engagement with all personnel. 
There is now a more co-ordinated approach, which has created more meaningful 
engagement with staff. Staff have a greater understanding of the need for change; are 
regularly updated on current and future plans; and are encouraged to develop and 
contribute to those plans.

The force has a good understanding of the impact of the change programme on their 
workforce, and how this affects service delivery. The Chief Constable’s road shows and 
messages to staff have been used to keep staff informed of the strategic direction and 
vision for the force, balanced with the need to deliver savings. In addition, the Deputy 
Chief Constable runs a regular blog to provide information and to receive questions and 
feedback from staff.

We found that there was a definite optimism and shared responsibility among most of 
the staff spoken to as part of this inspection. Staff are actively looking for opportunities to 
improve the service they deliver, in spite of there being fewer resources and the likelihood 
of further reductions. The staff associations had been consulted and felt that they have 
been allowed to influence the change programme, providing support for their members.

How effective has the response been?

West Mildands Police has adopted a comprehensive and systematic approach to 
reviewing its operations in order to develop a change programme that will deliver the 
savings required, while protecting services for people across the West Midlands.

HMIC found that the approach underpinning the change programme is innovative and 
creative, providing the force with sound intelligence on which to base spending and 
saving decisions. The force has made a good start and has already made over 60% of its 
required savings in the first two years of this period.

There is an outstanding gap of £2m savings still to find before March 2015, but HMIC is 
reassured that the force has the capacity and capability to deliver the savings in full.
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Impact of the changes on the public

The challenge for forces is not just to save money and reduce their workforce numbers, 
but to ensure the choices they make in deciding how to achieve this do not have a 
negative impact on the service they provide to their communities. HMIC therefore looked 
for evidence that the force had kept a consideration of the effect on the public at the heart 
of their choices.

Visibility

The work done by police officers and staff in visible roles (such as officers who respond to 
999 calls, deal with serious road traffic collisions or patrol in neighbourhoods) represents 
only a part of the policing picture. Chief Constables need to allocate resources to many 
other functions in order to protect the public, such as counter terrorism, serious and 
organised crime, and child protection (to name just three).

That being said, research shows that the public value seeing visible police officers on 
patrol in the streets, and that those who see police in uniform at least once a week are 
more likely to have confidence in their local force.13 HMIC therefore examined how far the 
changes being implemented by the force had affected the visibility of the police on the 
streets of the West Midlands.

In March 2013, West Midlands Police allocated 49% of its police officers to visible roles. 
This is 16 percentage points less than it allocated in 2010, and lower than the figure for 
most other forces (which was 54% across England and Wales).

Police visibility is further enhanced by PCSOs, who principally support community 
policing. Looking at the proportion of police officers and PCSOs, West Midlands Police 
allocated 53% to visible roles. This is 14 percentage points less than it allocated in 2010, 
and lower than the 59% figure for England and Wales.

HMIC conducted a survey14 of the public across England and Wales to assess whether 
the public had noticed any difference in the way their area is being policed. Of those 
people surveyed in West Midlands, 15%15 said that they have seen a police officer more 
often than they had 12 months ago. This is broadly in line with the 13% average across all 
survey respondents in England and Wales.

Of those people surveyed, 68%16 said they felt either as safe or safer in the areas where 
they live compared with two years ago. This is lower than the figure for most other forces, 
which is 75%.

13 See Demanding Times, HMIC, London, 2011. Available from www.hmic.gov.uk.
14 A YouGov survey was carried out during a four-week period during March 2013. Satisfaction and 

confidence surveys are also carried out at a national level by the Crime Survey of England and Wales. 
These use larger sample sizes and are carried out quarterly over a rolling-year period. Some forces also 
carry out their own surveys of the general public. More information can be found at  
www.crimesurvey.co.uk, www.hmic.gov.uk or from force websites.

15 ± 5%.
16 ± 5%.
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Calls for service

HMIC examined whether West Midlands Police was taking longer to respond to calls for 
help, as a result of its workforce reductions and other changes designed to save money. 
Forces are not required to set response times or targets and are free to determine their 
own arrangements for monitoring attendance to calls, so information between forces is 
not comparable. 

In the three years from 2010, West Midlands Police maintained the same target response 
time of attendance within 15 minutes for calls classed as ‘emergency’ (also known as 
grade 1) and within 60 minutes for calls classed as ‘priority’ (also known as grade 2).

The force met its target response time for ‘emergency’ calls 87% of the time in 2010/11, 
90% of the time in 2011/12 and 89% of the time in 2012/13.

For ‘priority’ calls, the force met its target 74% of the time in 2010/11, 86% of the time in 
2011/12 and 88% of the time in 2012/13.

West Midlands Police has been able to maintain its emergency response time and 
improve its response to priority calls. This has been achieved by work the force has 
undertaken to improve the way the force responds to calls from the public by ensuring 
resources are matched to demand. This has helped the force identify the minimum 
number of staff needed to deliver an effective service for each local policing area and 
department.

Crime

In 2010 the Home Secretary, Theresa May, set a clear priority for the police service to 
reduce crime. 

Between 2010/11 and 2012/13 (the first two years of the spending review), West Midlands 
Police reduced recorded crime (excluding fraud) by 20%, compared with 13% in England 
and Wales. This is among the highest reductions in England and Wales. Over this period, 
victim-based crime (that is, crimes where there is a direct victim – an individual, a group, 
or an organisation) reduced by 21%, compared with 12% in England and Wales.

By looking at how many crimes occur per head of population, we can see how safe it is 
for the public in that police area. The table below shows crime (excluding fraud) and anti-
social behaviour rates in West Midlands (per head of population) compared with the rest 
of England and Wales.

12 months to March 2013 Rate per 1,000 
population in 
West Midlands

England and Wales rate 
per 1,000 population

Crimes (excluding fraud) 60.0 61.4
Victim-based crime 53.8 54.5
Burglary 9.0 8.2
Violence against the person 10.8 10.6
Anti-social behaviour incidents 28.9 40.7

It is important that crimes are effectively investigated and the perpetrator identified and 
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brought to justice. When sufficient evidence is available to say who has committed a 
crime, it can be described as detected. 

West Midlands Police’s sanction detection17 rate (for crimes excluding fraud) for the 12 
months to March 2013 is 23.2%. This is below the England and Wales sanction detection 
rate of 27.0%. 

We have chosen these types of crime to give an indication of offending levels in West 
Midlands. For information on the frequency of other kinds of crimes in your area, go to 
www.hmic.gov.uk/crime-and-policing-comparator.

Victim satisfaction surveys

An important measure of the impact of changes to service delivery for the public is 
how satisfied victims are with the overall service they receive when they seek police 
assistance.

In the 12 months to March 2013, 86.6%18 of victims were satisfied with the overall service 
provided by West Midlands Police. This is higher than the England and Wales figure of 
84.6%.19

Changes to how the public can access services

Forces are exploring different ways in which the public can access policing services. 
West Midlands is reviewing the use of its buildings and premises to ensure an effective 
balance between the needs of the force and the provision of accessable services to the 
public. The force will be consulting the public and local commanders as part of this review 
to ensure a wide range of views inform any proposals. Any final plans must then be 
approved by the Police and Crime Commissioner (PCC). 

17 A sanction detection is a ‘solved crime’ where a suspect has been identified and notified as being 
responsible for committing that crime and what the full implications of this are, and has received an 
official sanction. Official sanctions include charges, cautions, penalty notices, offences taken into 
consideration (TICs) and cannabis warnings.

18 ± 0.1%.
19 ± 0.2%.
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Conclusion

HMIC found that the force has had a strong response to the spending review, with a 
change programme underpinned by an innovative and comprehensive approach to 
reviewing its services to develop savings plans. The force has a good understanding of 
both its budgets, and the challenges ahead.

There has been strong progress made to date in delivering savings while at the same time 
continuing to improve performance. The force has extensively communicated, consulted 
and engaged with its workforce, and as a result they are well motivated and confident in 
the service they deliver to the public. The West Midlands has seen some of the largest 
reductions in recorded crimes in England and Wales, and victim satisfaction with policing 
is higher than average.

Although there is a funding gap of £2m at present, this represents a relatively small 
proportion of the force’s overall budget. The force is already planning for further savings 
after 2015 and is well placed to face future challenges.

HMIC does not underestimate the challenge involved in this spending review period, or 
those created by future austerity. However, it is reassured that West Midlands Police has 
the capacity and capability to deliver the savings in full, and is as well placed as possible 
to meet further spending reductions.
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In October 2010, the Government announced that central funding to the 
Police Service in England and Wales would reduce by 20% in the four 
years between March 2011 and March 2015.

HMIC’s Valuing the Police Programme has tracked how forces are 
planning to make savings to meet this budget demand each year since 
summer 2011. This report identifies what we found in this third year.

Our inspection focused on three questions:

1. How is the force responding to the budget reduction?

2. What is the impact for the workforce and the public?

3. How is the force managing current and future risks?

To answer these questions, we collected data and plans from forces, 
surveyed the public to see if they had noticed any changes in the service 
they receive from the police as a result of the cuts, and conducted  
in-force inspections. We also interviewed the Chief Constable, Police 
and Crime Commissioner and the chief officer leads for finance, change, 
human resources and performance in each force, and held focus groups 
with staff and other officers.

National findings and patterns across all 43 forces are given in our 
thematic report, Policing in Austerity: Rising to the Challenge, which is 
available from www.hmic.gov.uk.

This report provides the findings for West Midlands Police. 


