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Introduction. 

The purpose of this report is to inform the Finance Committee of the progress being made by the 
Finance Officers Working Group in developing sound and consistent financial management 
procedures throughout the Council's services. 

Background 

At its meeting on the 2nd September, 1999 the Finance Committee received a report setting out the 
options for the delivery of financial management across the Council's services. 
The report went on to discuss the arrangements that prevailed at that time and in particular the 
weaknesses that were identified following the investigation into the DLO deficit and which 
primarily focused on the lack of clear lines of communication and the inconsistent standard of 
performance in terms of the provision of financial information. 

Following consideration of the report, the Committee approved the establishment of a corporate 
working group, chaired by the Head of Accounting Services, whose purpose is to develop best 
practice in all aspects of financial management and provide a forum in which all matters of common 
interest could be raised and difficulties discussed and resolved. 

The first meeting of Finance Officers Working Group was held on the 2nd November 1999 and 
subsequent meetings have since been held monthly. The Group is comprised of officers from all 
Council Departments whose responsibilities include the provision of financial information on such 
matters as budget preparation and monitoring , completion of the year end accounts and in general, 
the development of departmental financial systems and procedures. 

Progress To Date 

The overall objective of the group is to build on the strengths of the existing financial 
arrangements while addressing the weaknesses which were highlighted at the time of the audit 
investigation. With this in mind, an action plan has been prepared which sets out the major issues to 
be addressed, the officers charged with the responsibility of progressing the individual action areas 
and the timescales for completion. Details of the action plan are contained in the attached appendix. 

Over the last six months, the Group has defined the respective roles and responsibilities of both 
Central Finance and the service departments, set out the accounting policies and concepts to be 
adopted when preparing financial statements, and agreed a timetable and processes in relation to 
the closure of the Council's Annual Accounts. 
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3.3 In addition, job descriptions in respect of all Council staff with financial responsibilities have been 
prepared and reviewed by Central Finance for completeness. Suggested amendments have been 
passed back to the respective departmental representatives for discussion with their appropriate staff 
and departmental Directorsmeads of Service. It is considered that these amendments will be 
incorporated into the job descriptions in order that there is a clear understanding of employees’ 
financial duties and responsibilities. 

3.4 Although functional responsibility for finance staff within service departments still rests with the 
respective service directors, it is essential that within the current delegated arrangements, high 
professional standards are secured and maintained. As a matter of routine, the appointment and 
promotion of staff with key financial responsibility is now undertaken jointly by senior staff in the 
Finance Department and the relevant service department. 

3.5 Two key areas of development which the Group are currently progressing are :- 

(a) the preparation of a <<library of standard procedures” which will describe in detail the 
procedures to be followed by service departments when carrying out specific financial tasks 
such as budget preparation, ongoing budget monitoring and final account preparation. 

(b) a written scheme of delegated financial management responsibility specific to each service 
department, the purpose of which is to provide clear lines of responsibility and reporting by 
staff to service directors and the Director of Finance. 

3.6 All departments have now prepared procedural guidance documents in respect of budget monitoring 
arrangements. These are currently being reviewed by Central Finance and any adjustments will be 
circulated back to the group for incorporation into the final documents. Similar procedures will be 
developed for budget preparation and year end account preparation. 

3.7 Draft schemes of delegation have been prepared by several departments . Given the varying 
operational and management structures that prevail across the Council, there is a need to recognise 
within the context of the scheme, the respective roles of departmental finance units and 
mqagement/operational staff who have ultimate budget responsibility. Community Services will be 
used as a test case to develop a mechanism within the schemes that links both levels of 
responsibility. 

4. Other Areas For Development 

4.1 The Action Plan also lists a number of other important areas where best practice can be developed, 
all of which will be progressed over the coming months. These include :- 

0 A corporate development and training plan for those Council officers with financial 
responsibility. The Finance Department’s current training plan will be used as model and 
extended to include staff based in other departments. 

Introduction of performance measures and benchmarks for the provision of finance related 
services across the Council. 

0 Further development of three-year revenue and capital budgeting. A capital planning group has 
now been formed to progress the implementation of a capital planning system. 

The extension of service statements and agreements for finance support functions based in other 
departments. 

The implementation of a new financial suite of systems by April 2001. This is to be extended 
thereafter to include commitment accounting and the developments in e-commerce. 
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5 .  Recommendation 

5.1 The Committee is requested to note the progress being made by the Finance Officers Working 
Group in developing sound financial management procedures across the Council’s services. 

Director of Finance 



Finance Officers Working Grow 

Action Plan 

Action Area 

Define Roles and Responsibilities of both Central Finance and 
Service Departments 

Identifi Level of Resources within each department and prepare job 
descriptions for both financial staff and delegated budget holders 

Timetable and processes in relation to the annual accounts closure 

Awareness of Accounting Policies and concepts 

Document of all financial procedures relevant to those services 
provided by departmental finance and delegated budget holders 

Scheme of Financial Delegation 

Review of Financial Regulations and Contract Standing Orders 

Responsible Officers 

Central Finance 

Departmental Representatives 

Central Finance 

Central Finance 

Departmental Representatives 

Departmental Representatives 
~ 

All 

Target Date 

End of December - Complete 

End of December - Complete 

14" January 2000 - Complete 

14* January 2000 - Complete 

Ongoing - target date for completion 
August 2000 

Ongoing - target date for completion 
August 2000 

Ongoing - target date for completion 
August 2000 
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Develop and review performance measures for the Finance function 

Review of Base Budget Requirements and Budget Setting 
Requirements for 2000/2001 

Staff Development and Training 

Develop and Improve Systems i.e 
IT Applications 
SLA’s 
Integration of Service Plans with Budgets 
3 Year Budgeting 
Capital Planning 
Best Value Reviews 
Activity Based Costing 
Commitment Accounting 
Internal Recharging Systems 
Debt Recovery 
Grant Claims 
GAE’s 

Recruitment of Finance Staff throughout the Authority 

Central and Service Finance 

All 

All 

All 

Central Finance to Define 

September 2000 

Iuly 2000 

4ugust 2000 

Continuous 

Ongoing 
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