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Executive Summary 

The purpose of this report is to present elected members with the findings of the Accounts 
Commission report ‘Challenges and performance 2019’ and management assessment of, and 
responses to, the issued raised by the Accounts Commission. 

In November 2018, the Accounts Commission published ‘Financial Overview 2017-18’ which 
provided a high-level independent analysis of the financial performance of councils during 
2017-18 and their financial position at the end of that year.  The findings from that report 
together with appropriate management responses were reported to the Audit and Scrutiny 
Panel in March 2019. 

This second report from the Commission, published in March 2019, examines the performance 
of council services and the challenges facing councils.  The management response to the 
issues raised are intended to provide the Panel with assurance that the Council is aware of, and 
is responding appropriately to, the issues and risks identified by the Accounts Commission. 

___________________________________________________________________  

Recommendations 

The Panel is invited to: 

a) note the key findings of the Accounts Commission report and the management response to 
the issues raised by the report; and 

b) consider whether a further report should be required to be submitted to a future meeting in 
order to obtain assurance that any actions arising from the matters raised by the Accounts 
Commission have been appropriately progressed by management. 

___________________________________________________________________  

Supporting documents 

The Plan for North Lanarkshire:  Having adequate and effective corporate governance 
arrangements, of which an effective Internal Audit function is an integral element, helps 
supports the delivery of all corporate priorities, ambitions and planned outcomes 

Appendix 1 – Recommendations and management responses  

The full Accounts Commission report can be found at http://www.audit-
scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_181129_local_government_finance.pdf 

 

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_181129_local_government_finance.pdf
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_181129_local_government_finance.pdf


 

 

 

1. Background 

1.1 In March 2019 the Accounts Commission published ‘Local Government in Scotland: 
Challenges and Performance 2019’.  The report provides a high-level assessment of the 
performance and outcomes of councils during 2017-18.  It also looks ahead and comments 
on the continuing challenges and pressures facing councils. 

1.2 The report is one of two overview reports that the Commission publishes each year, 
complementing a report on councils’ financial performance that was published in 
November 2018 and reported to the Panel in March 2019. 

1.3 The report is intended to inform the public, but is particularly aimed at elected members 
and senior council officials. 

___________________________________________________________________  

2. Report 

Key findings 

2.1 The Accounts Commission’s key findings were as follows: 

 Councils face an increasingly complex, changing and uncertain environment 
which places different demands and expectations on them.  Councils are also 
central to delivering many high-level public sector objectives such as integration 
of health and care services and involving citizens more in decisions about public 
services; 

 These reforms require councils to collaborate with partners, with the third sector 
and with communities, to think differently about how they deliver and fund 
services.  Thinking differently about services is important to meet growing and 
challenging needs of their communities in the coming years.  New ways of working 
can lead to increasingly complicated lines of accountability; 

 Scottish Government revenue funding to councils has reduced in real terms 
between 2013-14 and 2019-20, while national policy initiatives continue to make 
up an increasing proportion of council budgets.  This reduces the flexibility 
councils have for deciding how they plan to use funding.  At the same time, 
demands for council services are increasing partly as a result of a changing 
population profile.  All councils expect an increase in the proportion of people aged 
over 65 and almost a third of councils expect an increase in the proportion of 
children under 15; 

 Councils have made good progress in developing medium-term financial planning 
and continue to manage their funding gaps through savings and use of reserves.  
All councils increased council tax to the maximum three per cent in 2018-19 and 
many increased their fees and charges to raise income.  Some councils are 
looking at other options to raise income; 

 Councils need to ensure they have the staff, skills and leaders to deliver change.  
This requires effective workforce planning, but the quality of planning is 
inconsistent across councils.  An increasing proportion of the workforce is nearing 
retirement.  If there is insufficient succession planning, skills and knowledge will 
be lost as these people retire.  Recruitment into some service areas is becoming 
increasingly difficult, but national workforce data is insufficient to clearly 
understand how individual services are affected; and 

 Despite reducing funding and increasing demands, across local government, 
performance indicators are improving or being maintained, although some service 
areas show more strain. There remains performance variation among councils 
that cannot be readily explained by differences in context or spend.  Better use of 
data and benchmarking could lead to further improvement and efficiencies. 



 

 

Key recommendations 

2.2 The report contains a number of recommendations for councils.  Management 
responses to general issues raised by the report and their relevance to the Council can 
be found at section 3 below.  Detailed management responses to each of the 
recommendations can be found at Appendix 1.  The Commission’s recommendations 
include that councils should: 

 assure themselves that they have adequate leadership and management capacity 
in place.  This should include development arrangements that prepare and 
support councillors and senior managers to respond to challenging and changing 
local and national demands; 

 undertake long-term financial planning to set out how they will deliver national 
policy commitments, while continuing to sustain local services with reducing 
budgets and increasing demands; 

 continue to seek and implement innovative ways of working and collaborating with 
communities, partners and the third sector to drive transformational change: 

 improve data to: 

 help inform the difficult decisions councils have to make: 

 support benchmarking, learning and sharing of experience and effective 
practice with others that will contribute to improving service quality, 
efficiency and outcomes for communities;  

 ensure they have workforce planning that is clear about the workforce needed 
now and in the future, where the gaps are and what training or other action is 
needed to fill them.  This should be supported by better workforce data; and 

 be able to demonstrate how spending decisions and priorities have impacted on 
service delivery and the outcomes of residents, as well as how they are delivering 
against the national performance framework. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

3. Management commentary 

3.1 North Lanarkshire Council’s position in relation to the key issues highlighted by the 
Accounts Commission are set out in responses provided by relevant senior 
management at Appendix 1. 

3.2 The responses provided illustrate that management appear aware of the importance of 
the issues highlighted by the Accounts Commission and in many places are actively 
progressing or have already implemented a range of relevant actions. 

3.3 The Panel will also be aware of the recently finalised Audit Scotland BVAR report and 
the Accounts Commission’s response to that report which are on the agenda for the 
Council meeting on 20 June.  The BVAR report also covers some of the areas reflected 
upon in the overview report.  It is expected that the Panel will form part of the oversight 
process for monitoring implementation of improvement actions identified by 
management arising from the BVAR 

___________________________________________________________________ 

4. Equality and Diversity 

 Fairer Scotland  No relevant issues identified  

 Equality Impact Assessment No relevant issues identified  

___________________________________________________________________ 

  



 

 

___________________________________________________________________ 

5. Implications 

5.1 Financial Impact  None identified 

5.2 HR/Policy/Legislative Impact There are no impacts relevant to this report 

5.3 Environmental Impact There are no impacts relevant to this report 

5.4 Risk Impact Any weaknesses or deficiencies in the Council’s 
governance arrangements could result in a failure 
to deliver Best Value and/or to achieve planned 
outcomes. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

6. Measures of success 

6.1 The Council has adequate and effective governance arrangements to enable it to 
support the delivery of best value services and the Council’s strategic priorities and 
ambitions. 

 

Ken Adamson, Audit and Risk Manager 

For further information please contact Ken Adamson, Audit and Risk Manager on 01698 302188 

 



 

 

 

Appendix 1 Accounts Commission Report: Local Government in Scotland Challenges and Performance 2019 

Recommendations and management response 

Ref Recommendation Management response 

1 Undertake long-term financial 
planning to set out how they will 
deliver national policy 
commitments, while continuing 
to sustain local services with 
reducing budgets and increasing 
demands. 

Long-term revenue planning has been an integral part of financial planning within the Council for over a 
decade.  The medium term financial plan (MTFP) sets out the challenges facing the Council in maintaining 
medium-term financial stability whilst delivering; the strategic priorities and objectives outlined The Plan 
for North Lanarkshire, and the impact of national policy commitments and the resultant impact in 
sustaining local services with reducing budgets and increasing demands for services.  The MTFP will be 
a rolling 5 year plan and will be updated annually to reflect changes in a number of internal and external 
factors.  The MTFP gives the Council administration a clear indication of forecast budget gaps to inform 
the budget setting process. 

An overarching Financial Strategy framework will be reported to Policy & Strategy on 6th June 2019.  This 
sets out the overarching framework for financial governance, planning and management.  It recognises the 
financial challenges and the scale and pace of the Council’s ambitions and therefore the need for a more 
strategic approach to Financial Planning & Budgeting.  The aim is to ensure better integration of planning 
and budgeting through further development of revenue, capital and treasury financial strategies, which will 
ensure Council planning priorities are aligned with the medium-term financial plans.  A holistic approach to 
planning and budgeting will ensure robust, affordable and sustainable financial plans underpin Council 
planning priorities, which should ensure finite resources are managed to maximise priority outcomes and 
sustaining local services. 

The Scottish Government’s commitment to provide three year financial settlements from 2020/21, will give 
more certainty over a longer planning period.  The Council plans to develop and implement a three year 
general services revenue budget.  To ensure a more robust and sustainable approach to financial planning 
a Revenue Resources Budget Strategy is under development and a set of guiding principles will be reported 
to Policy & Strategy in June 2019.  The strategy aims to ensure robust sustainable delivery of efficiencies, 
savings and potential growth.  The strategy will be developed to ensure integration between financial and 
strategic planning and a more holistic approach to delivering The Plan and the associated programme of 
work. 

  



 

 

Appendix 1 (continued)  Accounts Commission Report: Local Government in Scotland Challenges and Performance 2019 

Recommendations and management response 

Ref Recommendation Management response 

2 Assure themselves that they 
have adequate leadership and 
management capacity in place.  
This should include development 
arrangements that prepare and 
support councillors and senior 
managers to respond to 
challenging and changing local 
and national demands. 

As detailed within the recent Audit Scotland Best Value Audit Report of North Lanarkshire Council, significant 
progress has been made in the establishment of a new management structure which has been positively 
received by elected members and staff.   The audit report also comments positively on the effective 
management arrangements now demonstrated within the Council.  Whilst, the report acknowledges that 
some posts have still to be filled, this should be completed by the end of June following the recent approval 
of the outcome of the review of the local scheme of health and social care integration.  

The audit report also acknowledges the recent transfer of responsibility for Elected Members training and 
development to our Talent and Organisational Development (TOD) Service.  A training needs assessment 
is underway in partnership with Legal and Democratic Services to support a new development framework 
for elected members and this will be subject to discussion and approval by the various respective political 
groups.  Proposals are due to be available for consideration by late summer 2019. 

3 Ensure they have workforce 
planning that is clear about the 
workforce needed now and in the 
future, where the gaps are and 
what training or other action is 
needed to fill them.  This should 
be supported by better workforce 
data. 

Aligned to the Council’s Workforce for the Future Strategy, work is progressing within each Service to map 
the profile of the current workforce, articulating the significant workforce groupings in each service and 
setting out how these will change and evolve over the next 1-3 years as the Council implements its strategic 
plan.  This will result in a detailed workforce plan for each service articulating the short, medium and long-
term workforce gaps and associated actions which will be required to successfully transition the workforce 
to meet future demands.  This work is fully aligned with The Plan for North Lanarkshire and key programmes 
of work including Digital NL. 

4 Improve data to: (1) help inform 
the difficult decisions councils 
have to make; and (2) support 
benchmarking, learning and 
sharing of experience and 
effective practice with others that 
will contribute to improving 
service quality, efficiency and 
outcomes for communities. 

The Council is undertaking a review of its approach to benchmarking to ensure that performance reports 
make good use of other relevant data.  Initial findings from this review were presented to the Audit and 
Scrutiny Panel in May 2019. 

The LGBF contains over 70 performance indicators with detailed reports submitted to Audit and Scrutiny 
Panel, details of which were also highlighted within the recently published Best Value Audit Report (May 
2019). 

  



 

 

Appendix 1 (continued)  Accounts Commission Report: Local Government in Scotland Challenges and Performance 2019 

Recommendations and management response 

Ref Recommendation Management response 

5 Continue to seek and 
implement innovative ways of 
working and collaborating 
with communities, partners 
and the third sector to drive 
transformational change. 

The Plan for North Lanarkshire recognises that our people and communities have a significant part to play in 
developing and delivery on the big ambitions and that it will take a collective effort to build on the innovative 
partnerships already in place. 

The focus will very much be on seeking new ways of building the capacity of and empowering our communities 
to help them to help themselves.  Innovation and collaboration will be delivered via the following mechanisms 
and strategic approaches. 

 Review of Community Planning Governance at locality level and the future remodelling of Local Area 
Partnerships (LAPs) into Community Matters Collaboratives operating within Communities – Reports to 
Policy & Strategy 21 March 2019 and Youth, Equalities and Empowerment Committee 26 August 2019. 

 Leading the review of existing community engagement structures across the Community Planning 
Partnership – progress report to Youth, Equalities and Empowerment Committee 26 August 2019. 

 A reworked Community Engagement framework will be considered by the Youth, Equalities and 
Empowerment Committee on 26 August 2019 informed by best practice research.  The framework will 
focus on ensuring that locality planning is based on empowering local communities, with a drive to utilise 
all assets within communities; people, community groups, young people, schools, local businesses etc., 
above all building an approach that ensures that people whose voices are seldom heard are engaged. 

A range of tools and techniques will be deployed such as:- 

 participatory budgeting/collaborative community discussions - via the Consul system 

 social listening 

 engaging anchor third sector organisations in our communities 

 community lottery 

 crowd sourcing 

 co-design 

 building the momentum of driving transformational change via a new Third Sector commissioning 
framework to replace the Grants Awards Programme. 

 Undertake Community Asset Mapping (i.e. human, social, environmental place, financial and physical 
assets) and ensure that this support building the capacity of citizens and communities to co-design town 
centre regeneration, hubs and wider vision plans – Report to Youth, Equalities and Empowerment 26 
August 2019. 



 

 

Appendix 1 (continued)  Accounts Commission Report: Local Government in Scotland Challenges and Performance 2019 

Recommendations and management response 

Ref Recommendation Management response 

6 Be able to demonstrate how 
spending decisions and 
priorities have impacted on 
service delivery and the 
outcomes of residents, as well 
as how they are delivering 
against the national 
performance framework. 

The Plan for NL is supported by 3 frameworks which aim to strengthen the council’s governance arrangements.  
The Strategic Performance Framework comprises a suite of measures of success across 3 levels: the NL 
context, improving outcomes, and day to day operations.  The various indicators will be updated and monitored 
throughout the year, and reported 6 monthly to CMT and Policy & Strategy Committee, Service committees by 
exception, and also to the Audit & Scrutiny Panel for oversight. 

Collectively the information captured at the 3 levels will ensure the council meets its Public Performance 
Reporting duties in line with the Accounts Commission’s Statutory Direction.  

Financial Solutions will feed in to this process and as outlined in 2 above, strategies under development will 
endeavour to ensure a priority based approach to budgeting is adopted to support financial decision-making 
and to help minimise impacts on service delivery and outcomes for residents. 

 


