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ACCOUNTS COMMISSION 

RESPONSE TO LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND REGENERATION COMMITTEE INQUIRY 

INTO THE FLEXIBILITY AND AUTONOMY OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

Introduction 

The Accounts Commission welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Committee’s inquiry. 

The Commission is the public spending watchdog for local government. We hold councils in 

Scotland to account and help them improve. Our role includes: 

 assessing the performance of councils in relation to Best Value and community 

planning; 

 carrying out national performance audits to help councils improve their services; and 

 requiring councils to publish information to help the public assess their performance. 

We believe therefore that the bulk of the areas covered by the inquiry relate to issues 

beyond the remit of the Commission, i.e. funding, structures and flexibility. We would, 

however, like to take the opportunity to respond to one particular aspect that the Committee 

sets out in its call for evidence, namely: 

Does any action require to be taken to improve the level of public engagement and 

interaction with local government, if so please suggest what action might be 

beneficial?  

This relates to the Commission’s interest in how councils discharge their responsibilities in 

relation to Best Value, which includes councils’ responsiveness and consultation with their 

communities. 

The Commission can draw upon its work to present its overall view that, through councils’ 

duty of Best Value and the community planning agenda, many of the elements required to 

nurture good public engagement are already available and thus not requiring fundamental 

addition or change. But nevertheless, for many of these elements, there is room for 

improvement.  

Best Value and community planning responsibilities 

Public interaction with councils is vital for councils to fulfil their responsibilities. As part of 

councils’ statutory duty of Best Value1, they are required to ensure that they respond to the 

needs of their communities and citizens, so that plans, priorities and actions are informed by 

a good understanding of those needs. They are also required to have consultation 

arrangements which are open, fair and inclusive. 

The Accounts Commission has published audit reports on councils’ Best Value performance 

since 2004. This represents a substantial body of evidence about how councils have 

demonstrated that duty. 

The evidence over recent times shows that the nature and the effectiveness of council 

approaches to engaging with citizens varies substantially. For example, in our local 
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government overview report published in 2011 we reported that those councils with longer 

standing and more developed approaches, that involve community planning partners and 

wide community representation, are best placed to engage fully with citizens and 

communities as to how services should be prioritised and reshaped. 2 We noted that this can 

also help manage the public’s expectations about what can be achieved in the context of 

reducing budgets. In our 2013 overview report3, however, we found that many councils and 

community planning partnerships (CPPs) do not draw on the results of consultation and 

engagement activity during decision-making about how to adapt and improve services.  

This does not mean that good practice and innovation in how councils engage with citizens 

does not exist: there is however significant potential that this is better identified and 

promoted. 

It is important to recognise the increasing role that the community planning agenda can play 

in councils – and indeed the wider public sector – engaging with and responding to the 

needs of their communities. We would underline the potential community planning has in 

helping to ensure that decisions about local issues and services are effective and responsive 

to local needs and communities.  In our report ‘Improving community planning in Scotland’, 

we found that: 

Community planning takes account of a wide range of consultation activity, but there 

is a long way to go before services are truly designed around communities and the 

potential of local people to participate in, shape and improve local services is 

realised. 4 

The role of the elected member 

Councils need to be accountable to local people for the decisions that they take. The role of 

the councillor is vital: councillors are responsible for representing the views and the interests 

of the communities they serve. Councillors need to have the right skills and tools to ensure 

that their councils are fulfilling their responsibilities in involving and interacting with their 

citizens. In our 2010 report on the roles and relationships of councillors and officers5, we set 

out what needs to be in place to allow councillors to fulfil their complex role and 

responsibilities effectively. 

We expect councils to be able to demonstrate how they take people’s views into account 

when making decisions. Good guidance in this regard already exists: the SOLACE and 

CIPFA guidance on good governance sets out how local authorities can ensure that they 

take informed and transparent decisions through proper engagement with citizens.6 

Our work in auditing Best Value has demonstrated that as well as having the right systems 

and processes in place to facilitate engagement with citizens and communities, an 
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appropriate culture is as equally vital. At the core of such a culture is a recognition of the role 

of council leaders – both members and officers – in encouraging and ensuring such 

engagement takes place in policy making, implementation and providing services. Statutory 

guidance in relation to Best Value sets out the building blocks of such a culture: that a 

council’s overall strategic priorities are informed by a good understanding of the needs of its 

communities; and that members and senior managers recognise the diversity of the 

communities they serve and the diversity of the need for services. The guidance is clear that 

the effect of this should be that stakeholders feel that the council listens to, and takes 

account of, their views7  

Reporting performance 

For councils to engage and interact better with their citizens, they need to demonstrate their 

relevance to, and ensure a high profile amongst, their citizens. As part of their Best Value 

responsibilities, councils have a duty to report their performance publicly so that 

stakeholders are told what quality of service is being delivered and what they can expect in 

the future. In recent years, the Accounts Commission has urged the local government 

community to enhance its reporting to citizens, and we have been encouraged by the 

development of the local government benchmarking framework to this end. It is vital that 

councils resource and fully support this initiative. We have reduced our prescribed statutory 

performance indicators to help support councils in moving towards more comprehensive and 

effective reporting of their performance to citizens. This, we believe, is at the core of 

enhancing the accountability of councils and locally elected politicians to their citizens and 

communities. 

Our 2012 report on managing performance in councils8 sets out our expectations of councils 

(both councillors and officers) in reporting their performance to their stakeholders. Moreover, 

since 2009, the Commission has reported specifically upon councils’ approaches to public 

performance reporting. Most recently, in June 2013, the Commission noted that councils’ 

PPR arrangements had significantly improved over the three years since 2009/10.9 For 

example, councils are getting better in ensuring that they report information based upon time 

comparisons, allowing citizens to form a longer-term view about whether services are 

improving. But the Commission also noted that there remains scope for further improvement, 

for example in how councils report the cost of services. The Commission will continue to 

work to this end with councils and others in, for example, harnessing good practice. 

Conclusion 

Our function is to hold councils to account on behalf of the public and to help them improve. 

An important part of this is to hold them to account in how they engage with their citizens 

and communities, and how they may improve their approach. Our overall perspective is that 

there is significant potential for improvement by local authorities under existing 

arrangements and circumstances, such as in identifying good practice in engaging with 

citizens; better training for elected members in their responsibilities; a right leadership 

                                                           
7
 Local Government in Scotland Act 2003: Best Value Guidance, Chapters 1 and 2. 

8
 How councils work: an improvement programme for series for councillors and officers: Managing 

performance: are you getting it right?, Accounts Commission, October 2012. 
9
 Report to Accounts Commission, 20 June 2013: Statutory performance information 2011/12: an 

evaluation of how councils are fulfilling their duties on public performance reporting. 



4 

culture; and in improving how performance is reported to citizens. On top of this, councils 

and their partners should continue to be encouraged to exploit the potential of the 

community planning agenda in better engaging citizens and communities. 
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