
North Lanarkshire Council

Report
Agenda item: q Ref: LJ/SL

Li for approval Z for noting Date: 20/07/2017

From: Linda Johnston, Business Transformation Manager

Telephone: 01698 302559

Email: JohnstonLnorthlan.gov.uk

Executive Summary
Members will recall that Best Value was introduced to local government in Scotland in
2004. The statutory duty remains unchanged to this day, and the 10 original Best
Value characteristics are still considered as relevant today as they have always been,
although the audit process is now moving into its third iteration.

This report updates the Audit and Scrutiny Panel on the new national approach to
auditing Best Value. This approach includes (a) an assessment each year of aspects
of Best Value as part of an integrated annual audit, and (b) a public Best Value
Assurance Report (BVAR) for each council at least once in a five year period.

North Lanarkshire Council has not been selected for year one (2016/17) or year two
(2017/18) of the BVAR process. Year three councils are expected to be identified in
February 2018. Feedback from councils involved in years one and two suggests
variations in the scope of each audit, the range of fieldwork interviews, and the process
undertaken. The scope, and approach, appear tailored to the specific priorities, issues,
and conditions within each council.

Given the scale of the changes experienced across the council in the last 18 months
and the complexities of the challenges currently being addressed, the Corporate
Management Team has agreed it would be prudent for the council to undertake aself−evaluation

exercise against the 10 Best Value characteristics. This will provide a
baseline that enables clear areas for improvement to be identified. It is not envisaged
that this will be a lengthy or resource intensive task as much work has already been
done to assess and document progress over the last 12 to 18 months; rather this will
be a light touch approach that aims to collate all relevant information and present the
Corporate Management Team with an overview of findings to enable informed
discussions and decisions.

Recommendations



It is recommended that the Audit and Scrutiny Panel:

(1) Note the contents of this report.

Links
Council plan to 2020: Ensure the council operates in a manner consistent with good
governance and best value.

1. Background

Best Value duty

1.1 Members will recall that Best Value was introduced to local government in
Scotland in 2004 following the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003. The duty
(noted below) remains unchanged to this day.

A local authority must have arrangements in place to secure Best Value − that is, continuous
improvement in the performance of its functions. In securing Best Value, the authority must
maintain an appropriate balance between quality and cost, and the cost to service users where they
are subject to any charge. In maintaining this balance, the authority must:
• have regard to economy, efficiency, and effectiveness, as well as equal opportunities and

sustainable development;
• achieve break−even in trading accounts subject to mandatory disclosure;
• observe proper accounting practices;
• make arrangements for reporting to the public on the outcome of the performance of its

functions.

1.2 The 10 original characteristics of Best Value are also still applicable today:
1) Commitment and leadership.
2) Responsiveness and consultation.
3) Sound governance at a strategic, financial and operational level.
4) Sound management of resources.
5) Use of review and options appraisal.
6) Competitiveness, trading and the discharge of authority functions.
7) A contribution to sustainable development.
8) Equal opportunities arrangements.
9) Joint Working.
10) Accountability.

1.3 However, Audit Scotland recognise that the language in the accompanying
national guidance requires to be updated to reflect:
• Continuous improvement − what is meant by this, how does improvement

happen, what's the right pace for improvement, and what does improvement
look like in context of big reductions in spending.

• Recent legislation (such as the Community Empowerment Act).
• Increasing significance of self−awareness and self−evaluation.
• Changes in leadership, culture and behaviours, working relationships, and

cross party working.
• The national approach to scrutiny and scrutiny expectations.
• The complex public sector governance environments, e.g. ALEOs, integrated

services, and shared services.
• Technological and social media advances.

Audit Scotland are currently liaising with the Scottish Government in terms of
updating the guidance; consultation is expected to take place with councils and
other stakeholders in the autumn, with the final refreshed guidance expected to
be published by January 2018.

1.4 Best Value audits began in councils in 2005 and have continued up to 2016; all
32 councils have now undergone a Best Value audit, with some councils the



subject of one or more follow up. North Lanarkshire Council was last subject to a
Best Value audit in 2007.

1.5 The Best Value 2 approach was introduced in 2010 −this was designed to ensure
more co−ordinated, proportionate, and risk based local government scrutiny.

1.6 Since this time all the main scrutiny bodies for local government − i.e. Audit
Scotland, Education Scotland, the Care Inspectorate, Scottish Housing
Regulator, Healthcare Improvement Scotland, and the local appointed auditor
(currently Audit Scotland for North Lanarkshire Council) − have worked together
through Local Area Networks (LANs) to share intelligence and agree the key
scrutiny risks in each council.

1.7 Annually each LAN prepares a Local Scrutiny Plan (formerly known as an
Assurance and Improvement Plan) setting out the planned scrutiny activity for the
council to respond to those specific risks. This approach, called a Shared Risk
Assessment (SRA) is designed to ensure proportionate and risk based scrutiny.

New Approach from 2016/17

1.8 Following a review by the Accounts Commission in terms of their work in auditing
Best Value in Scotland's councils, the new approach began to be rolled out in
October 2016. This coincides with the appointment of each council's new
external auditor for the next five years. There are a number of principles to the
new Best Value approach, including:

• A need for the pace, depth, and continuity of improvement to increase.
• A need to evidence impact, especially at service delivery and outcomes levels.
• Ensuring a focus on effectiveness of processes, not processes themselves.
• Audit work with a strong focus on the quality of service experienced by the

public and the outcomes achieved by councils for their communities.
• No compromise on the importance of good governance, including the need for

effective scrutiny (by management, members, and the public) with appropriate
checks and balances and balanced/credible performance reporting.

• A proportionate and risk based audit approach, but one that provides the
Accounts Commission with a formal assurance once in a five year period.

• Integration of audit processes across the range of audit work applied in local
government and alongside continued joined up working with other scrutiny
bodies.

1.9 Ongoing engagement with Audit Scotland and the Accounts Commission through
the Scottish Performance Management Forum (led and chaired by North
Lanarkshire Council) has enabled the council to be well informed and involved in
the new approach as it evolves. This has also led rise to a number of
supplementary key messages (in addition to paragraph 1.8 above):

• The new approach is not a new Best Value audit (it's not to be called BV3); it's
more a new approach to auditing councils.

• The new approach is designed to be a more evolutionary and integrated
process, rather than a big bang approach as in the past

• It's a council's responsibility to demonstrate it meets its statutory duty
• The new approach has a greater focus on improvement, performance, and

outcomes.
• The new approach aims to integrate audit work for a council and ensure more

coherence and understanding of the specific context and performance of an
individual local authority.



• Demonstrating contributions to partnership working is a key element of the
new approach.

2. Report

Best Value Assurance Report process

2.1 To date 12 councils have been selected to undergo a Best Value Assurance
Report (BVAR) in years one and two:

Year 1 Year 2
and indicative BVAR publication dates BVAR publication dates to be confirmed

lnverclyde − May 2017 Glasgow − 2018
Renfrewshire − June 2017 West Dunbartonshire −2018

East Renfrewshire − August 2017 East Ayrshire − 2018
West Lothian − November 2017 Fife −2018

Orkney Islands − December 2017 Dumfries and Galloway − 2018
Clackmannanshire − January 2018 East Lothian −2018

2.2 The audit process being followed in year one councils is tailored to each council
and therefore has some variations, but generally this has comprised:

1) Scope of the audit − this is identified at the outset in a letter to the Chief
Executive.

2) Field work − evidence gathering, interviews, and focus groups. Interviews
have been undertaken with senior officers, Elected Members, partner
organisations, and community representatives. Focus groups have involved
Members and employees, and the fieldwork stage has also involved auditors
observing a range of council and committee meetings.

3) Draft report presented to the council, the amendment process is one of a
formal nature where any discrepancies need to be officially signed off.

4) Audit Scotland present the BVAR to the Accounts Commission for approval.
5) Audit Scotland publish the BVAR.

The time taken from identifying the scope to publication of the BVAR has been
approximately six months so far.

2.3 The scope for each council differs and has been informed by a number of factors,
this includes (but is not guaranteed or restricted to) risk, internal and external
audit plans, national audits, local matters, specific approaches adopted by
councils, and external factors. Generally a scope could include:

• Strategic direction − including the council's vision, priorities, planning, and
performance management framework.

• Governance − including member and officer roles and responsibilities, learning
and development, scrutiny, following the public pound, and ALEO governance
arrangements.

• Management of resources −. including financial planning, financial
management, workforce planning and capacity, and digital approaches.

• Improvement − including change/transformation plans and programmes,
community engagement and citizens panels, developing community
empowerment, and self−evaluation.

• Partnership working.
• Equal opportunities arrangements.
• An overall assessment on outcomes, performance, and public reporting with a

focus on service delivery and council priorities.



2.4 It is likely seven councils will be identified to undergo a BVAR in year 3. This
decision is expected to be made by the Accounts Commission in February 2018.

Next steps

2.5 In their annual Local Government in Scotland overview − Performance and
Challenges 2017 − the Accounts Commission examined the performance of
council services and the challenges facing councils. A number of
recommendations are contained for councils − Internal Audit are currently
compiling a management response to these recommendations which will be
shared with the Corporate Management Team and Audit and Scrutiny Panel.

2.6 While this provides an initial evaluation, it does not cover the entire scope of Best
Value and the 10 characteristics. Nor does it capture the improvement work
through the local or national audit and inspection programmes (reported to the
Panel in June 2017 in a separate report, Best Value − Local Scrutiny Plan
2017118).

2.7 For this reason, and given the scale of the changes experienced across the
council in the last 18 months and the complexities of the challenges that are
currently being addressed, the Corporate Management Team has agreed it would
be prudent for the council to undertake a self−evaluation exercise against the 10
Best Value characteristics. This will provide a baseline that enables clear areas
for improvement to be identified.

2.8 It is not envisaged that this will be a lengthy or resource intensive task as much
work has already been done to assess and document progress over the last 12 to
18 months; rather this will be a light touch approach that aims to collate all
existing relevant information and present the Corporate Management Team with
an overview of findings to enable informed discussions and decisions.

3. Implications

Financial impact
None

HR/Policy/Legislative Impact
None
Environmental Impact
None

4. Measures of success

Measures of success will be determined by the reports arising from each of the
respective audit and inspections, and the concluding Best Value Assurance Report.

Business Transformation Manager


