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Agency Board Meeting  
27 April 2021 

 

Board Report Number: SEPA 10/21 
 

Staff Deployment 

 
Summary: 
 
 

As previously described, the historical cultural and process norms for 
deploying staff have often been rigid and unsatisfactory. We have 
been working for some time to change this and, in this item, we 
describe the approach to deploying staff to the 103 projects approved 
for the April to June period.  This is a critical step in improving the 
effectiveness and efficiency of the organisation and in enhancing job 
satisfaction and career development opportunities for all staff.  
 

Risks: 
 

If we don’t improve our ability to more flexibly deploy staff, we will 
seriously hamper the organisation’s short-term recovery and delivery 
efforts as well as our long-term performance. If we execute it poorly, 
we will jeopardise staff and union support for this type of flexibility.  
 

Resource and 
Staffing  
Implications: 

No extra resources are required.  This is, instead, about deploying 
the existing workforce resources to current organisational priorities.  

 
Equalities: 
 

 
Equalities impacts are being built into the methodology for assigning 
staff to projects.  This has been the subject of much discussion 
involving management, the union and the project team.  It is  key to 
making the flexibility project work. 
  

Environmental and 
Carbon Impact: 
 

There are no environmental or carbon impacts. 
 

Purpose and 
audience of the 
report: 
 

To (1) inform the Board of the approach that is being used to deploy 
the workforce to the current three month work programme and (2) 
seek any feedback on the approach, especially as we are using it as 
a key trial to inform long-term reform. 
 

Report Author: 
 

Fiona Wyllie, Head of Chemistry 
Andrew MacDonald, Manager, Change 
Terry A’Hearn, Chief Executive 
Fiona Martin, Chief Officer, People & Property 
 
 

Appendices: None 
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 As discussed at the March Board meeting, 103 projects are to be completed in the first 

three months of 2021-22.  These are designed to ensure that SEPA is: 
 (a) taking the next key steps in recovery, and 
 (b) delivering key priority services. 
 
1.2 These recovery and delivery aims are set as to what is regarded as adequate progress 

as we attempt to: 
 (a) recover from the pandemic, 
 (b) recover from the cyberattack, and 
 (c) meet our aims to create a Phase 2 EPA. 
 
1.3 If we are to achieve these aims, one of the key changes we need to rapidly implement 

is a much more flexible approach to deploying staff to agreed priority work.  
 
1.4 The approach outlined in this paper will complement the current flexi time scheme 
 and output from the Future of Work project to give the organisation the opportunity to 
 optimise work time, place and activity to best effect for outcome delivery and staff 
 development/wellbeing.  It is also intended to engender a sense of shared ownership 
 of SEPA’s recovery across all staff with a clear message their effort  is essential and 
 valued. 
 
2. Background 
 
2.1 Traditionally, going back to SEPA’s inception in 1996, staff have been appoin ted to 

specific roles, often with a very specific set of criteria.  Indeed, it sometimes appears 
that a staff member is primarily associated with their specific role and/or team rather 
than being employed by the organisation. 

 
2.2 As one example of this rigidity, the fact that a term such as ‘fact-based job 

evaluations’ exists in our process parlance is an indication of the rigidity of  the system 
we have used in our first twenty-five years.  This process involves a manager spelling 
out, at a point in time, the precise tasks that the occupant of a role will undertake so 
that the role can be graded. 

 
2.3 Of course, this does not mean that there has been no flexibility at all.  There are many 

examples of staff being deployed to different tasks, some of which go back many 
years.  However, this has been over-dependent on whether individual managers and 
staff members have a progressive approach rather than it being driven by a better 
organisational approach. 

 
2.4 It is also should be noted that it is not uncommon for a technical-based organisation 

to have a high degree of specificity in designing jobs and deploying resources.  After 
all, as an extreme example, we do not want an accountant deployed to do marine 
ecology work.  However, we do want staff with expertise in generic skills such as data 
creation and use (of which we have many ranging from our sciences to our corporate 
governance functions) to be deployed, where appropriate, to a wider variety of 
business needs as priorities shift. 

 
2.5 In summary, the traditional level of flexibility is inadequate for us to operate as an 
 effective Phase 2 EPA.  It is also a barrier to our current recovery needs.  
 Traditionally, staff deployment to other work has over relied on recruitment and 
 secondment processes which will never be sufficiently dynamic to meet the resource 
 requirements of an organisation undergoing significant change. 
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2.6 In summary, this is a systemic challenge with a long-term history.  It can only be 

changed with a set of systemic solutions.  For these reasons, we have been taking a 
number of steps over the past few years to change these entrenched approaches to 
staff management.  These include: 

 
 holding regular SLT and All Managers meetings to create a much more corporate 

management culture, 
 seeking and appointing candidates for management roles who have a strong 

focus on staff development and organisational priorities, 
 creating the Management Development Programme, 
 involving Unison representatives much more actively in organisational discussions, 
 initiating a project to overhaul and modernise our Job Evaluation scheme, 
 taking opportunities as we change particular functions to build in more job and 

resource management flexibility (e.g. before the reforms to our Flooding and 
Hydrology functions, there were about 70 job specifications for about 150 roles – 
meaning one job description for every two roles – this ratio is being substantially 
reduced), 

 creating a pilot organisational flexibility project in the last half of 2020.  At the time 
of the cyberattack, we had just over 100 staff volunteering to be deployed to projec ts 
outside their normal unit as opportunities arose.  We have deferred this project and 
replaced it with the current process we will now describe. 

  
 
3. The Issues 
 
3.1 The above organisational context sets the scene for the  staff deployment approach 

we have developed to use for this April to June 2021 period. 
 
3.2 It is designed to ensure we can deploy staff to work on the 103 projects approved for 

this period and to give staff rewarding career development opportunities.  As with all 
the work we are doing in recovering from the pandemic and cyberattack, we are also 
using it to test and design future long-term ways of working. 

 
3.3 A project team has been established to run the project.  It is chaired by Fiona Wyllie 

(Head of Chemistry) and involves Neil Deasley (Regulatory Strategy and Government 
Relations), Mark Franklin (Head of Hydrology), Andrew MacDonald (Change Team), 
Alan White (Equalities manager) and two Unison representatives.  This cross-
functional mix helps ensure a strong corporate approach. 

 
3.4 AMT has approved the following six ‘Matching Principles’ to be used in the process: 
 

1. Allocation of resource to the SEPA Priority Work Programmes will be given priority 
over other work activity.  
 

2. Matching nominated staff to work will be based on availability, skills, relevant 
experience and capacity to undergo training. 

 
3. Geographical location and current flexible working time arrangements will be 

accommodated and only considered as a constraining factor in matching if there is 
a specific project need to do so. 
 

4. As a matter of fairness, staff will be asked to contribute at a level appropriate for 
their grade.  
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5. The decision making  process will be discussion based and supported by the 
flexibility project team. Guidance may be sought from a member of SLT or AMT if 
required.     
 

6. Remit of the matching group is to match the individual to the opportunity, it is for 
the managers – both donating and receiving – to make the final determination 
(with support). Effort will be made to find an appropriate role in an alternative 
project for staff nominated but not selected.  

 
3.5  These principles were developed by the Project Team after a quick trial of the new 

 process.  A call went out to staff on 31st March to nominate for three pilot projects: 
 

1. Maintenance of the hydrometric network - 5 staff required 
2. Manage and maintain our fleet vehicles in accordance with our COVID Fleet 

Policy -  4 staff required  
3. Safe Building Access Management - 4 staff required 

 
3.6  Nine managers responded offering a total of 25 people. The initial matching process 

 was complete within 4 working days allowing each project manager to engage in 
 discussions with nominated staff to progress the process.  Staff allocated to the 
 hydrometric team began work within days. Staff allocated to the 2 remaining projects 
 began work after the Easter holiday period. Some of the additional staff nominated, 
 but not selected, were deployed to assist the hydrometric team with other priority 
 tasks.  
 

 
3.7  The Flexibility project team is structured into 3 key cells, managing the process, 

 sharing communication updates and the provision of  support and guidance for 
 participating staff and managers . The project team is working closely with 
 Management Development Programme, HR and Equalities colleagues to ensure 
 fairness and transparency in our actions, principles and processes. 

 
 
3.8  The feedback to the project team so far is very encouraging.  It should also be 

 emphasised that SEPA’s Unison branch has been actively involved in helping to 
 design the process and help implement it.  This is proving extremely helpful in 
 ensuring its success.  

 
3.9  As AMT has regularly described to the Board the challenges we have faced on this 

 issue, we consider it important to explain this new approach we are using and seek 
 any Board feedback on the approach.  This is especially important as we intend to 
 use this approach to inform our longer-term reforms to deploying staff and creating 
 better career development opportunities for our workforce. 

 
   
4. Recommendations 
 
4.1  The Board is asked to: 
 
  (1) note the approach that is being used to deploy the workforce to the current three 

 month work programme, and 
  (2) provide any feedback on the approach, especially as we are using it as a key trial 

 to inform long-term reform. 
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