DELIVERING GOOD GOVERNANCE IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT: FRAMEWORK
(CIPFA/SOLACE) Review of annual governance statements 2016/17
Introduction
Following extensive research and consultation, CIPFA in association with SOLACE
published a new edition of Delivering Good Governance in Local Government: Framework
and accompanying guidance notes in 2016. The principles and standards set out in the
Framework are aimed at helping local authorities to develop and maintain their own codes
of governance and discharge their accountability for the proper conduct of business. The
revised Framework was published at a time of significant and continuing change for local
authorities, much of it driven by austerity measures which has means that local authorities
have had to adapt the way in which they operate. Legislation, such as the Cities and Local
Government Devolution Act 2016, and Policing and Crime Act 2017 have brought new
roles and greater flexibility for local authorities and wider collaboration.
The Framework positions the attainment of sustainable economic, societal, and
environmental outcomes as a key focus of governance processes and structures.
Outcomes are what give the role of local government its meaning and importance, and it
is fitting that they have this central role in the sector’s governance. Also, the focus on
sustainability and the links between governance and public financial management are
crucial — local authorities must recognise the need to focus on the long term. They have
responsibilities to more than their current electors; they must take account of the impact
of current decisions and actions on future generations.
Good governance enables an authority to pursue its vision effectively as well as
underpinning that vision with control and the management of risk. The overall aim is to
ensure that resources are directed in accordance with agreed policy and according to
priorities. There should be sound and inclusive decision making and clear accountability
for the use of those resources in achieving defined outcomes for services users and the
wider community.
The new Framework and guidance have now been in place for over a year. The Framework
applies to annual governance statements prepared for the financial year 2016/17 onwards.
This briefing looks at how the 2016/17 annual governance statements prepared by local
authorities have taken on board the focus of the new Framework.
2016 Framework – key points in relation to annual governance statements
Local authorities are required to prepare an annual governance statement in order to
report publicly on the extent to which they comply with their own code of governance
which is consistent with the good governance principles in the Framework. This includes:



How the effectiveness of governance arrangements has been monitored and
evaluated in the year
Any planned changes in the coming period.

The annual governance statement is a valuable means of communication and should
reflect an individual authority’s particular features and challenges. The process of
preparing the governance statement should itself add value to the effectiveness of the
governance and internal control framework.
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The annual governance statement should:





Provide a meaningful but brief communication regarding the review of governance that
has taken place including the role of the governance structures involved (such as the
authority; the audit and other committees)
Be high level, strategic and written in an open and readable style
Focus on outcomes and value for money and relate to the authority’s vision for the
area.

Unlike the earlier edition of the Framework, the 2016 edition does not provide a template
for the annual governance statement. Instead, it provides guidance on what should be
included (summarised below). In addition, good practice features for an annual
governance statement are outlined in the guidance notes published in 2016 to accompany
the Framework.
The annual governance statement should include:


An acknowledgement of responsibility for ensuring that there is a sound system of
governance (including the system of internal control) and refer to the authority’s code
of governance



A reference to and assessment of the effectiveness of key elements of the
governance framework in supporting planned outcomes and the role of those
responsible for its development and maintenance



An opinion on the level of assurance that the governance arrangements can provide



An agreed action plan dealing with significant governance issues and also indicating
how previous actions have been resolved



A conclusion



The signature of the leading member (or equivalent) and chief executive (or
equivalent) on behalf of the authority.

Review of 2016/17 Annual governance statements
Fifteen local authority annual governance statements were reviewed for the purpose of
this briefing. The points summarized above were looked for, outlined in the table below.
The aim is to assist local authorities in sharing best practice and to pick up common
pitfalls. Several examples illustrating some of the good practice points mentioned below
are included.
Criteria/comment

Reporting tips

Meaningful but brief communication,
open and readable, high level



Avoid too much description, particularly where
web links to other documents would suffice



Ensure that the authority’s code of governance
(or documents that comprise the local code) is
kept up to date and is on the authority’s
website. A link to the authority’s code from the
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AGS will limit the need for a description of the
authority’s governance arrangements.

Focus on outcomes and value for
money and relates to the authority’s
vision



The AGS should link to the authority’s strategy,
mission and objectives, explaining how the
governance
arrangements
support
their
realisation.

Takes account of the new
Framework



Ensure references are to the 2016 Framework
and principles, not the previous edition



Ensure that the authority’s code of governance
is in line with the new Framework. In
particular, that it takes account of:

o

o

Quality of the assessment of the
effectiveness of the governance
framework

Articulation of key risks, future
challenges and governance
weaknesses

sustainable economic, societal, and
environmental outcomes as a key focus
of governance processes and structures
the long term - the impact of current
decisions and actions on future
generations.



Emphasis should be on the assessment of the
Framework not a description of it eg how a
robust assessment of the principal risks facing
the authority’s performance has been carried
out. Pay particular attention to partnerships
and evolving structures.



Demonstrate that arrangements are subject to
review on an ongoing basis.



Consider how the authority’s controls manage
the risk of failure in achieving outcomes – how
are they being mitigated against?



Again, to make this more straight forward, use
links to other documents already on the web
such as the organisation’s strategy, planning
documents, risk analyses
Include an action plan or refer to where it can
be found
Ensure significant issues raised in the statement
are covered in the action plan
Indicate what has been done about issues
raised in previous the year
Ensure the plan shows who is responsible for
action with appropriate time scales.
A table can be helpful for illustrative purposes

Action plan



A clear AGS is not what is being
looked for, or what an authority
should aim for. Where there has
been a rigorous review, issues will
inevitably be identified that the
authority will need to address. An
absence of issues to report may






3

signify that governance
arrangements are not as strong as
they should be, rather than being an
indication of strength.



Ensure priorities are clear

Easily accessible



Ensure that the AGS can be found easily, close
to the financial statements on the website.



Diagrams can communicate a lot of
information in an easily accessible/attractive
manner
However, the AGS should not be so
sophisticated that stakeholders are unable to
open the pdf.

Local authorities are required to
include the statement with their
statements of accounts. Therefore it
is surprising when the accounts are
easily found on an authority’s
website but not the annual
governance statement.
Good use of diagrams, hyperlinks –
connectivity



Opinion



An assurance opinion must be included. This is
the opinion of those signing the statement on
behalf of the entity.

Examples
Cornwall Council – examples of actions showing how they have taken account of the
Framework’s principles and some of the priorities for 2017/18
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Brighton & Hove City Council - diagram summarising rationale for opinion
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LB Lewisham – illustration of the Council’s vision, governance structure, risk and strategy
framework and review of effectiveness
Vision

Governance structure
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Risk and strategy framework

Assessment
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Essex County Council – illustration of link to local code, review of effectiveness and
summary action plan
Local code link

Review

Action plan
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