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The contents of this report relate only to the matters which have come to our attention, 

which we believe need to be reported to you as part of our audit process.  It is not a 

comprehensive record of all the relevant matters, which may be subject to change, and in 

particular we cannot be held responsible to you for reporting all of the risks which may affect 

your business or any weaknesses in your internal controls.  This report has been prepared 

solely for your benefit and should not be quoted in whole or in part without our prior written 

consent. We do not accept any responsibility for any loss occasioned to any third party acting, 

or refraining from acting on the basis of the content of this report, as this report was not 

prepared for, nor intended for, any other purpose.

.
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Introduction

This paper provides the Audit Committee with a report on progress in delivering our responsibilities as your external auditors. The paper also 
includes:
• a summary of emerging national issues and developments that may be relevant to you; and
• includes a number of challenge questions in respect of these emerging issues which the Committee may wish to consider.

Members of the Audit Committee can find further useful material on our website www.grant-thornton.co.uk, where we have a section dedicated 
to our work in the public sector. Here you can download copies of our publications – 'Local Government Governance Review 2013', 'Towards a 
tipping point?', 'The migration of public services', 'The developing internal audit agenda', 'Preparing for the future', 'Surviving the storm: how 
resilient are local authorities?' 

If you would like further information on any items in this briefing, or would like to register with Grant Thornton to receive regular email updates 
on issues that are of interest to you, please contact either your Engagement Lead or Audit Manager.

Alun Williams - Engagement Lead  T 0117 3057797 M 07880 456143 alun.g.williams@uk.gt.com
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Progress at March 2014

Work Planned date Complete? Comments

2013-14 Accounts Audit Plan
We are required to issue a detailed accounts audit 
plan to the Council setting out our proposed approach 
in order to give an opinion on the Council's 2013-14 
financial statements.

February/March 
2014

No Our Audit Plan is reported once we have completed 
our interim accounts audit (see below).

Interim accounts audit 
Our interim fieldwork visit includes:
• updating our review of the Council's control 

environment
• updating our understanding of financial systems
• review of Internal Audit reports on core financial 

systems
• early work on emerging accounting issues
• early substantive testing
• proposed Value for Money conclusion.

February/March 
2014

No Our interim accounts audit is currently taking place.  
Our findings along with our Audit Plan will be 
reported to the next Audit Committee.

2013-14 final accounts audit
Including:

• audit of the 2013-14 financial statements

• proposed opinion on the Council 's accounts

• proposed Value for Money conclusion.

July - August 2014 N/A
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Progress at March 2014

Work Planned date Complete? Comments

Value for Money (VfM) conclusion
The scope of our work to inform the 2013/14 VfM
conclusion comprises:

• securing financial resilience; and 

• challenging how it secures economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness. 

Initial risk 
assessment –
January/February 
2014

Detailed 
assessment –
March/April 2014

Yes

N/A

We have completed our initial risk assessment and 
our findings will be reported in our Audit Plan.
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Councils choosing their auditors one step closer

Local government guidance

Local Audit and Accountability Act 

The Local Audit and Accountability Act received Royal Assent on 30 January 2014. 

Key points

Amongst other things:

• the Act makes provision for the closure of the Audit Commission on 31 March 2015;
• arrangements are being  worked through to transfer residual Audit Commission responsibilities to new  organisations;
• there will be a new framework for local public audit due to start  when the Commission's current contracts with audit suppliers end in 

2016/17, or potentially 2019/20 if all the contracts are extended;
• the National Audit Office will be responsible for the codes of audit practice and guidance, which set out the way in which auditors are to 

carry out their functions;
• Local Authority's will take responsibilities for choosing their own external auditors; 
• recognised supervisory bodies (accountancy professional bodies) will register audit firms and auditors and will  be required to have 

rules and practices in place that cover the eligibility of firms to be appointed as local auditors;
• Local Authority's will be required to establish an auditor panel  which must advise the authority on the maintenance of an independent 

relationship with the local auditor appointed to audit its accounts;
• existing rights around inspection of documents, the right to make an objection at audit and for declaring an item of account unlawful are 

in line with current arrangements;
• transparency measures give citizens the right to film and tweet from any local government body meeting.

Issues to consider/challenge questions:
• Have members considered the implications  of the Lo cal Audit and Accountability Act for the Council's future external audit 

arrangements?
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Joint Health and Social Care Plans to be in place by 4th April

Local government guidance

Better Care Fund 

In the June 2013 Spending Round the Government announced the prospective implementation of  the Better Care Fund (formerly the 
integration transformation fund). The key aim is to ensure a transformation in integrated health and social care through local single pooled 
budget arrangements.  Pooled budget arrangements are formally underpinned by Section 75 of the NHS Act 2006.

Key issues

• £3.8 billion for funding will be available from 2015/16, largely through a top slice of existing Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG) 
budgets;

• Local Authorities with Adult Social Services, CCGs and NHS Trusts will need to collaborate through a single pooled budget 
arrangement to support the delivery of health and social care services in their designated local areas;

• finalised joint health and social care plans must be in place setting out how pooled budgets  will be spent – draft plans must be formally 
signed off  by each statutory Health and Well Being Board and submitted to NHS England area teams by 14 February, with a 4 April
2014 deadline for submission of finalised plans

Issues to consider/challenge questions:
• Is the local Health and Wellbeing Board on track to  finalise and sign off the joint health and social care plan for submission to 

the NHS England area team?
• Has the size of the pooled budget been clarified?
• Is the Authority collaborating with its partner bod ies to work through funding and delivery arrangemen ts?
• Have roles and responsibilities  been defined and u nderstood for the Authority and its partner CCGs, N HS Trusts and the 

Health and Wellbeing Board?
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Helping the High Street

Local government guidance

Support for UK high streets 

On December 6, 2013 the Communities Secretary set out a £1 billion package of support for UK high streets, the stated objectives being 
to:
• support business and the private sector to have a greater stake in their high streets;
• make it easier to diversify town centres;
• ensure town centres remain accessible to visitors;
• promote the use of technology to modernise town centres.

Key elements of the strategy include:

• a £1,000 discount in 2014/15 and 2015/16 for retail premises with a rateable value of up to £50,000 – including shops, pubs, café and 
restaurants;

• capping the Retail Price Index (RPI) increase in bills to 2% in 2014/15;
• extending the doubling of Small Business Rates relief to April 2015;
• a reoccupation relief for 18 months with a 50% discount for new occupants of retail premises empty for a year or more;
• assisting business cash flow by allowing businesses to pay their bills over 12 months (rather than 10)

Issues to consider/challenge questions:
• Has the Council assessed the local economic impact of the measures announced by the Communities Secret ary?
• Has the Executive Head Finance assessed  the impact of the measures on the Council's finances and the 2 014/15 and 2015/16 

budgets?
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79% of  Councils anticipate Tipping Point soon

Grant Thornton

2016 tipping point? Challenging the current

This report http://www.grant-thornton.co.uk/Global/Publication_ pdf/LG-Financial-Resilience-2016-tipping-point.pdf is the third in 
an annual series which assesses whether English local authorities have the arrangements in place to ensure their sustainable financial 
future.

Local authorities have so far met the challenges of public sector budget reductions. However, some authorities are predicting reaching 
tipping point, when the pressure becomes acute and financial failure is a real risk. Based on our review of forty per cent of the sector, this 
report shows that seventy nine per cent of local authorities anticipate some form of tipping point in 2015/16 or 2016/17. 

Our report rates local authorities in four areas - key indicators of financial performance, strategic financial planning, financial governance 
and financial control. It also identifies a series of potential ‘tipping point scenarios’ such as local authorities no longer being able to meet 
statutory responsibilities to deliver a range of services.

Our report also suggest some of the key priorities for local authorities in responding to the challenge of remaining financially sustainable. 
This includes a relentless focus on generating additional sources of revenue income, and improving efficiency through shared services, 
strategic partnerships and wider re-organisation.

Challenge questions
• Our report includes a good practice checklist desig ned to provide senior management and members with a n overview of key 

tipping point risks. Has the Executive Head Finance completed the checklist and reported it to the Audi t Committee?
• The report also includes good practice case studies  in strategic financial planning, financial governa nce and financial control.

Has the Executive Head Finance reviewed these case s tudies and considered whether there is scope to ado pt these?
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Alternative Delivery Models – are you making the most of  them?

Grant Thornton

Alternative delivery models in local government

This report: http://www.grant-thornton.co.uk/en/Publications/2014/Responding-to-the-challenge-alternative-delivery-models-in-local-
government/ discusses the main alternative delivery models available to local government. These are based on our recent client survey 
and work with local government clients. It aims to assist others as they develop their options and implement innovation
strategies.

Local government has increased the variety and number of alternative delivery models it uses in recent years including contracts and 
partnerships with other public bodies and private sector organisations, as well as developing new public sector and non-public sector 
entities. With financial austerity set to continue, it is important that local authorities continue innovating, if they are to remain financially 
resilient and commission better quality services at reduced cost.

This report is based on a brief client survey and work with local authority clients and:

• Outlines the main alternative delivery models available to local authorities
• Aims to assist other authorities as they develop their options and implement innovation strategies 
• Considers aspects of risk.

Challenge question
• Our report includes a number of case studies summar ising how public services are being delivered throug h alternative 

service models. Has the Authority reviewed these ca se studies and assessed whether there are similar o pportunities available 
to it?

• Our report includes three short checklists on suppo rting innovation in service delivery, setting up a company and questions 
that members should ask officers when considering t he development of a new delivery model. Are the che cklists being 
considered as part of the development of the Author ity's commissioning strategy?
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Estimating the impact of  business rate appeals

Accounting and audit issues

Business rate appeals provisions 

Local authorities are liable for successful appeals against business rates. They should, therefore, recognise a provision for their best 
estimate of the amount that businesses have been overcharged up to 31 March 2014.

However, there are practical difficulties which mean that making a reliable estimate for the total amount that has been overcharged is 
challenging: 
• the appeals process is managed by the Valuation Office Agency (VOA) and so local authorities are reliant on the information provided 

to them by the VOA
• some businesses may have been overcharged but not yet made an appeal. 

We would expect local authorities: 
• to work with the VOA to make sure that they have access to the information they need 
• where appeals have been made, to determine a methodology for estimating a provision and to apply this methodology consistently
• where appeals have not been made: 

- to consider the extent to which a reliable estimate can be made (for example, in relation to major businesses) 
- to recognise a provision where a reliable estimate can be made 
- to disclose a contingent liability where a reliable estimate cannot be made 
- to provide a rationale to support their judgement that a reliable estimate cannot be made 

• to revisit the estimate with the latest information available immediately before the audit opinion is issued.

Challenge questions:
• Is your authority confident of obtaining the inform ation it needs from the VOA? 
• Has your authority recognised a provision where it is possible to make a reliable estimate? Has a robu st methodology been 

used? 
• Has your authority provided a robust rationale wher e it has decided it cannot make a reliable estimate ? Is it planning to 

disclose a contingent liability? 
• Is your authority planning to revisit its provision  and contingent liability before the audit opinion is issued? 
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Changes to the public services pension scheme
Accounting and audit issues

Changes to the Local Government Pension Scheme 

The Public Service Pensions Bill received Royal Assent in April 2013, becoming the Public Service Pensions Act 2013 (‘the Act’). The Act 
makes provision for new public service pension schemes to be established in England, Wales & Scotland.  Consequent regulations have been 
laid to introduce changes to the LGPS in England and Wales from 1st April 2014. (The regulations for the changes in Scotland have not yet 
been laid and will only impact from 1 April 2015). 

These introduce a number of changes including:
• a change from a final salary scheme to a career average scheme
• introduction of a 50/50 option whereby members can choose to reduce their contributions by 50% to receive 50% less benefit
• calculation of contributions based on actual salary which could lead to some staff with irregular patterns of working moving between 

contribution rate bandings on a regular basis 
• changes in employee contribution rates and bandings
• transitional protection for people retiring within 10 years of 1 April 2014 (further regulations are still awaited.

The above changes have implications for all employers involved in the LGPS introducing required changes to their payroll systems to ensure 
pension contributions are calculated correctly. This has consequent implications for administering authorities to communicate with employers 
and consider how they will obtain assurance over the accuracy and completeness of contributions going forwards since the calculations are 
more complex going forwards and less predictable. In addition changes are also required to pension administration/payment systems as well 
as much more detailed processes around maintaining individual pension accounts for all members to ensure the correct payment of future 
pensions.
The Act also requires changes to the governance arrangements although regulations for the LGPS have not yet been laid for these and the 
changes in governance arrangements are not expected to be implemented until 1 April 2015. 

(continued overleaf)
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Changes to the public services pension scheme

Accounting and audit issues

Changes to Local Government Pension Scheme continue d

Challenge questions 
• Is the authority aware of the detailed requirements and their impact on its current payroll system and processes?
• Is the authority taking appropriate action to ensure implementation of the required changes to its payroll system and processes by 1 

April 2014?
• Has the authority liaised with the administering authority over any changes they may need in the assurances provided over the

completeness and accuracy of  contributions?
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