

Comments of the Community Focused Efficient Council Scrutiny Committee from 12th January with responses.  
1. The Committee remained concerned about the non-provision of the reserve for Single Status in 2011/12, although recognised that the risk of the one-off non-provision was counter-balanced by the opposing risks to the delivery of services subject to the major Service Reviews.
2. On the matter of the delay to the Single Status programme, the Committee would like to hear the views of the Unions before drawing any conclusion.   
Unison, Unite and GMB were invited to provide a written statement of their views on the delay to Single Status and the implications of the decision not to set aside the reserve for Single Status for 2011/12.  Unfortunately the unions did not have sufficient time within the scrutiny timetable to provide a considered statement by 31st January, but some initial comments may be available for the meeting.
3. The Committee was concerned about drawing on reserves and the level of remaining balances, and the potential effect that risk mitigation may have on reserves and balances.  However, the members were assured that the Chief Financial Officer was satisfied that the Council’s approach to reserves and balances within the total financial strategy was robust. 

The members requested any further assurance on the robustness of the process which could be provided by the Corporate Risk Register, the Audit Committee or external auditors (KPMG).
Response:

“The Audit Committee has a role in reviewing the treasury management strategy prior to its’ consideration at full Council.  This is a key part of the budget approval process as changes in the overall level of debt are considered by this Committee.  However, the service and financial planning report does not go to the Audit Committee for independent consideration as this would duplicate the extensive work being undertaken by the Council’s 7 scrutiny committees plus the extensive programme of consultation with external organisations, groups and individuals.  

KPMG are the Council’s external auditors and do not as a matter of course comment on the service and financial planning report prior to consideration by Members. KPMG’s main focus tends to be on the final accounts for any year though as part of the lead in to that, they do assess the strength of the Council’s underlying processes, controls and financial standing. 

The strategy that is set by the Council is a matter for Members of the Authority after having considered the advice provided by Council officers.  Clearly the Council’s Chief Financial Officer has a statutory duty to all Members to report on the robustness of the Council’s budget strategy and in the final budget papers anticipates being able to confirm that in his opinion the current strategy is robust and the planned use of one off resources is appropriate if the current proposals proceed. In order to arrive at that conclusion an assessment of the Council’s overall financial position and financial risks is made formally each year as part of the final budget papers. Given the knowledge of the Council’s overall service and financial position required to arrive at that judgement it is unlikely that KPMG could provide an independent view without a considerable level of work and discussions with the same officers who are involved in making this assessment in the first place. KPMG focus more on our processes in place to ensure the financial soundness of the Council and have always been satisfied with our approach.  There have been no issues of financial control highlighted in the external auditor’s annual reports for many years. The Chief Financial Officer also holds the responsibility of delivering spend against the budget set for any financial year- an added incentive to ensure its robustness in the first place if that were needed!!”
Ken Clarke, Head of Finance
4. The Committee remained concerned about the risk of not realising the projected value of capital receipts and the potential exposure this would cause.  

The members asked whether any additional assurance could be provided on this issue.  The Disposal Programme 2010-2016 and the notes of the CFEC meeting which reviewed capital receipts will be re-circulated to the Committee.
A response is being considered and will be reported at the meeting.
5. The Committee welcomed the fact that Equality Impact Assessments were being done on the proposed budget arrangements and looked forward to receiving a report on this. 
6. The Committee noted with congratulations that the change to Treasury Management in bringing some of the function in-house had resulted in savings and improved performance.  

7. The Committee welcomed the Cabinet Member’s commitment to consulting on the budget proposals with small traders in Ironbridge and looked forward to receiving a report on the outcome.
8. The Committee noted that the proposed non-staff savings of £400k for Governance included the £300k dividend from WMS, and were assured by officers that on past performance WMS was likely to sustain a similar level of dividend going forward.  

