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PUBLIC REPORTING AND ACCOUNTABILITY STRATEGY

Inverclyde Council has a clear commitment to producing high quality services that meet the needs of its stakeholders, the Council recognises the importance of public reporting and accountability in achieving this commitment.  Therefore, the challenge to the Council is to properly engage with stakeholders.

The Council’s strategy to achieve this commitment covers a number of strands:-

Firstly to achieve a reporting framework which facilitates the stakeholders holding the Council to account covering:-

§
Identifying the audiences of the Council.

§
Identifying and providing meaningful information to the range of audiences.

§
Identifying the variety of medium to suit the audiences.

Secondly, the more challenging task is securing public interest in council performance and interactively engaging with the audiences which ensures accountability is achieved through the reporting framework.

LASAAC the local authority accounting standard setting body in Scotland, of which Inverclyde’s Director of Finance is Vice Chair, recognized that the , published accounts of local authorities could be viewed as being both increasingly complex and of limited use to the users of accounts.  This was considered against a background of recognition by the Committee that a demonstration of public accountability is in the expression of financial performance. 

In a unique move, Inverclyde Council in partnership with LASAAC embarked upon a project which sought to consider:

· the advantages and disadvantages of the current mechanism for reporting financial results 

· the scope for simplification and summarisation of revenue accounts and balance sheet and improved reporting of capital expenditure.  

The Council were keen to progress the concept of “Public Performance Reporting” on the basis of a range of reports aimed at a variety of audiences released at specific time lines throughout the year.  The Council wished to commence this with a summarised report on the Audited Annual Accounts for 2002/03 followed by a revised format for the Council Tax Leaflet on the Council’s budget for 2005/06.

LASAAC and the CIPFA Directors of Finance Group were also keen to progress this pilot exercise in Partnership with Inverclyde Council, with the Scottish Executive expressing an enthusiastic interest.

For the first time in Scotland, stakeholders were consulted on the usefulness of local authority accounts.  A questionnaire was developed and sent to over 700 stakeholders in Inverclyde for completion and return along with an invitation to attend one of a range of Focus Group meetings.  18% responded questionnaire, which is understood to be in excess of the industry norm, to the and 35 stakeholders attended one of three Focus Group meetings.

The main lessons learned from this part of the exercise were:

§
88% of stakeholders were concerned to ensure that money was properly managed by the Council.

§
25% of stakeholders confirmed they had read the Council’s Accounts.
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With the minority of stakeholders reading accounts but the majority requiring confidence in the management of public money, this identifies an ‘accountability gap’ which the Council required to address.  Potential accounts users also raised the following issues:

§
keep simple and explain all details.

§
Easy to read and understand.

§
Graphic and informative.

§
Free of jargon.

§
Handbag/pocket size paper as opposed to electronic.

From this, a draft document representing both simplified and summarized accounts was produced.  The extent of summarization can be demonstrated by the reduction from the 50 page abstract of accounts to a 4 page summary.  The draft and a questionnaire was circulated to members of LASAAC, the CIPFA Directors of Finance, a return of approximately 50% being achieved.  A specific presentation to delegates at a CIPFA Practitioners Technical Update was also made.

The Professionals confirmed their clear desire to continue to embrace proper accounting practice in the production of the summarised accounts information, this raises a potential conflict with the stakeholders comments regarding simple and jargon free.  The challenge was to address the simplicity required by readers but maintain the balance with professional standards.

A standard model for core financial information was determined and was approved by LASAAC.  Inverclyde issue copies of the summarized accounts to all households in November 2003.

A final Focus Group meeting was convened and questionnaires were also issued, feedback was generally very positive with identified areas for continuing the improvement in future. 

Public Performance Report 2002/03
The Council’s first overarching Public Performance Report was published for 2001/02 providing a range of financial and statistical information.  The general feedback confirmed that whilst this was an important start it lacked comparative information and also narrative to complement the numbers.  The 2002/03 report addressed these issues and also includes possible targets for improvement, to assess the Council’s performance in future against the targets set.  In doing this, the Council will be held more accountable in future as regards performance against targets.

Community Planning
The Council took the lead role in monitoring the Community Planning Framework for Inverclyde, by appointing an Alliance Director to work across and between the Partners in order to develop and document the shared 10 year vision for Inverclyde - “A Strategy for Change”.

The Community Plan - “A Strategy for Change” was formally launched in September 2003, the launch was an overwhelming success with hundreds of stakeholders attending from a broad cross-section of the Community.

