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Dear Mr Henry 
 
Overview of Local Government in Scotland 2010  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide a briefing based on our local government overview 
report to the Committee on 29 June 2011.  
 
Part of the discussion concerned how the Accounts Commission holds local government to 
account.  I thought it would be helpful to you and your committee if I were to provide some 
further information on this point. 
 
The Controller of Audit reports to the Commission on matters arising from the audit of local 
authorities, by which I mean the 32 councils and the 45 other related local authority 
organisations such as police and fire and rescue authorities.  The Controller reports to the 
Commission on a range of matters. I will give two examples.  Firstly, the Controller reports on 
whether individual councils and police authorities are achieving best value and, secondly, the 
Controller reports in cases where there have been problems in financial management or 
governance.  
 
The Controller of Audit reports independently and these reports are standalone, public 
documents.  The Commission’s role is to consider and scrutinise the reports, which we do at our 
meetings that are held in public.  The Commission then decides what steps to take. We can, for 
example, make findings and recommendations which the local authority is required to consider 
in public and then set out in a public notice the action it will take as a result.  By way of follow-
up, we often require the Controller to report again so we can assess whether the local authority 
has implemented recommendations and secured improvement.  
 
In cases where the Commission has serious concerns about the performance of a local 
authority, we have the power to hold a hearing in public where we take evidence from the 
Controller, officers and elected members of the local authority and other interested parties 
before making findings and recommendations.  In recent years the Commission has held 
hearings in public in West Dunbartonshire, Aberdeen and Shetland Islands. 
 
 
 
 
 



During the Committee’s meeting on 29 June, the discussion turned to Strathclyde Partnership 
for Transport (SPT), one of the seven regional transport partnerships established by the 
Transport (Scotland) Act 2005.  The finance and accountability arrangements for transport 
partnerships are the same as those which apply to councils and other local authorities.  Using 
these statutory powers, the Controller of Audit reported to the Accounts Commission following 
an audit investigation of expenses and related matters at SPT.  The Commission considered the 
report and decided in the circumstances to make findings.  The Controller’s report and the 
Commission’s findings were published in the usual way.  The Commission directed the 
Controller to report again, on SPT’s progress in implementing actions and tightening controls. 
The Commission expects to receive that report at its meeting in September. 
 
Your Committee was also interested in arm’s-length external organisations (ALEOs) and, as we 
noted at the meeting, the Accounts Commission has recently published a report designed to 
promote and encourage good practice in the way ALEOs are set up and operated.  This is the 
second report in our ‘how councils work’ series which forms part of our wider approach to 
supporting improvement in local government.  
 
The Accounts Commission considers matters arising from an individual council’s involvement in 
an ALEO by scrutinising reports by the Controller of Audit.  In making the report, the Controller 
has access to whatever information is needed to ‘follow the public pound’ and the Commission 
pursues matters drawn to its attention closely. 
 
By way of illustration, we issued highly critical findings earlier this year following our 
consideration of the Controller’s report on The Highland Council’s involvement in the Caithness 
Heat and Power project.  This project involved the use of an ALEO and the Council’s 
commitment was of the order of £14 million.  Our findings highlighted, for example, that the 
Council failed to establish effective governance arrangements and clear lines of accountability. 
As is our usual practice, the Commission will follow-up and has requested the Controller to 
report again.  
 
I hope that you find this helpful.  I would be pleased to meet with you and/or your Committee to 
discuss further the Accounts Commission’s role and, in particular, how we hold local 
government to account and secure improvement.  I said at the Committee meeting on 29 June, 
the Commission would welcome the opportunity to explore how we might work more closely, 
within the boundaries of our respective roles.  Our meetings are in public and you and members 
of your Committee would be most welcome if you would like to attend to witness first hand how 
we deal with reports made to us.  Indeed, I would be pleased to see you. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
 
John Baillie 
Chair 
 
 
 


