Strategy
2021-26

The Accounts Commission is a public body appointed by Scottish ministers that operates
impartially and independently of councils and of the Scottish Government.
Our strategy sets out our aims for the next five years, the priorities we will use in fulfilling these aims, and the
principles and approaches used to shape our reporting. Our aims will be influenced by what we hear from our
stakeholders, particularly citizens and communities, to whom we report our work.

Our aims:
Securing
public audit
Seeking
to assure
Helping to
improve
Improving
performance
reporting

We will do this
by shining a
spotlight on:

And by being:
• Flexible and agile

Through our
reporting:

We will listen to
our stakeholders:

• Relevant and engaging

• Local reporting

• Communities

• Inequalities

• Effective in public audit

• National reporting

• Councils and IJBs

• Recovery

• Successful partners

• Scottish Parliament

• Funding

• Scottish Government

• Communities

• Third and voluntary sector

Reflecting on our
impact and on what our
stakeholders tell us
informs our priorities
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• Councils' partners
• Our strategic scrutiny
partners
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Who we report on
We are responsible for securing and reporting on the audit of local government.
We report on the audit of the following:

32 councils
Councils spend £18.5 billion
of public money, of which
£10.3 billion comes from the
Scottish Government, including
£2.8 billion raised through nondomestic rates.

30 health and social
care integration
joint boards
These bring together council
and NHS services.
They spend £9.2 billion of public
money, about a third of which
comes from councils and two
thirds from the NHS.

32 joint boards and
joint committees

11 local government
pension funds

These include valuation joint
boards, regional planning
authorities and regional park
authorities. They spend
£226 million of public money.

These funds hold assets totalling
£46 billion.

Source: Local government in Scotland, Financial overview 2018/19 and 2019/20, Accounts Commission, and 2019/20 Annual Audit Reports.
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Our aims
Securing
public audit
Through securing and overseeing the
audit of local government, reporting on
its use of public money.

Helping to improve
To help local government improve by it
using our work and findings to be more
efficient and effective in its use of public
money and in improving outcomes for
communities.

Seeking
to assure

Improving performance
reporting

To seek to assure the public about
the performance of local government,
including governance, financial
stewardship and effectiveness in
delivering services and improving
outcomes for communities.

To seek to ensure councils report their
performance to their communities
effectively, through our Statutory
Performance Information Direction.
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Our priorities for the next five years
The next five years will see Scotland start its recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic. We want our work to influence that
recovery while we continue in our role of reporting on the performance of local government and helping it to improve.
We will use our statutory powers to shine a spotlight on the following priority areas:

Inequalities

Funding

What contribution local government makes to
lessening the impact of inequalities, particularly
poverty, on different communities.
We will report on the contribution and performance
of local government services to those impacts, and in
particular the critical role of health and social care services.

The impact of funding on local government’s ability
to fulfil its role.
We will report upon the stability of funding and the
financial sustainability of local government bodies.

Recovery

Communities

What contribution local government makes
to Scotland’s response to, and recovery from,
the pandemic.
We will report on how well local government
is helping economic recovery and on how such
recovery ensures social justice.

The relationship between local government and its
different communities.
We will track how local government is working with,
empowering, and ensuring that communities help drive the
planning of local public services. In doing so, we will report
on how council partners, including community planning
partners and the third and voluntary sector, help develop this
relationship between public services and people.
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Our principles
We will apply the following principles to shape our work.

Flexibility and agility

Partnership working

With such a changing and uncertain environment, we are
adopting a more agile and flexible approach to our planning
and reporting. We will review more regularly our rolling work
programme, which sets out the work that we plan over a two-year
period, throughout the year. We are also using other reporting products,
such as briefings, to allow more agile reporting on matters of interest.

Beyond public audit, we bring together a range of partners
responsible for the audit, regulation and inspection of
local government, to coordinate our work and increase the efficiency,
effectiveness and value of scrutiny of local government. We want our
work and that of our strategic scrutiny partners to be proportionate to the
resources available and the readiness of local government bodies to engage
in our scrutiny work.

Relevance and engagement

Effective public audit

In providing assurance about public money and the
performance of local government, as well as our work being
used to help improvement, we are aware of our own role in
contributing to Scotland’s recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic.

We work with our partners, the Auditor General
for Scotland and Audit Scotland, to deliver
Public Audit in Scotland, sharing principles for public audit
and how it responds to the public policy environment in Scotland in
which we operate.

Local government has many stakeholders, and we see these
stakeholders as being central to our work. To maintain our relevance to
these stakeholders, we want to engage regularly with them so that they
can help shape our work. We set out on page 8 how we take forward
this principle.
We want our audit work to reflect the experiences of people in using
public services and their relationship with the councils and other bodies
that provide these services.
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In doing so, we are committed to ensuring effective public audit in
Scotland, to make a positive difference to how public money is used, and
on the outcomes that people experience. We want to make the most
effective use of the resources and expertise available in audit. In 2022,
we will secure a new round of five-year audit appointments, drawing
upon Audit Scotland and other providers, thus benefitting from a mixedmarket approach to ensure sustainable, cost-effective, high-quality audits.
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Our reporting
We use our powers in two ways to provide assurance and to help improve: we report on individual local
government bodies (councils, Integration Joint Boards (IJBs) and other boards and committees); and we report
on a national basis on matters affecting all of local government.

Local reporting

National reporting

Annual audit

Overview reporting

Reporting in each local
government body, on financial
sustainability and performance.
This work is at our core and thus
in how we provide assurance over
councils’ use of public money.
It also covers wider aspects of
governance, improvement and
council performance.

Best Value
Reporting in each council and
IJB, on how they are fulfilling
their statutory duty of Best Value.
This reporting provides assurance
on how councils manage public
resources to deliver the best
possible outcomes for their
communities, including how well
they are improving. During 2022,
we are introducing a new approach
to auditing Best Value in councils
– with significant change to the
approach for IJBs.
Accounts Commission: Strategy 2021-26

Assurance &
improvement

We publish two reports each year bringing together significant
issues: on local government finances (our local government
financial overview report) and on the general performance of
local government.

National performance auditing

This work focuses on the quality, efficiency and effectiveness
in services and the use of resources across local government.
These can be reported jointly with the Auditor General for
Scotland where there are areas of common interest such as
health and social care.

Other products

These include briefing papers to update the public and
stakeholders on issues affecting local government and the
Commission’s position on what its audit response should be.
These help us report in a more agile way alongside our
other reporting.

Impact reporting

Short follow-up reports that track progress with the
recommendations from previous performance audits.

How councils work reports

These reports help local government bodies improve by bringing
together findings and good practice from our audit work.
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How we will engage our stakeholders
Our stakeholders coincide with those of local government, although we report directly to citizens and communities.
We want these stakeholders to use our reporting as an asset to help them fulfil their own responsibilities, be it communities in their desire of securing better
public services, councils themselves in improving their performance, or partners of those councils in helping deliver better outcomes for communities.
Our different stakeholders, and their different potential ‘asks’ of us, are outlined below. We will reflect these stakeholder expectations as we shape our
work. We will report on the outcome of significant engagement activities at the end of each year through our annual report.

Citizens and
communities

Councils and
IJBs

Scottish
Parliament

Scottish
Government

We report directly to citizens
and to communities on how
well their council is performing
and improving their outcomes.

We report directly to councils
on their performance.

Our national audit work
supports Parliamentary
scrutiny of public services.
We make our work available
to Parliamentary committees
and to MSPs.

We engage to assure our
activities fit with the wider
agenda for public service
reform.

How well is local government
working and contributing to
national priorities?

How well is local government
working and contributing to
national priorities?

How is this performance
reflected in Scottish
Government policy on local
government?

How does this performance
affect our approach to public
service reform?

We engage with them to help
them make use of our work,
and to shape our work and
what we look at.

We engage with them to
discuss how they respond to
our work and our findings and
recommendations. We also
seek their views on what our
work should look at.

How good are my council
or IJB’s services?

How do we perform and where
do we need to improve?

Does my council or IJB offer
good value?

How does your audit add
value?

Does it need to improve,
and if so, where?

Do you recognise the
pressures we face?
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Third and
voluntary sector

Councils’ community
planning partners

Our strategic
scrutiny partners

The third and voluntary sector
is a vital partner for councils in
delivering services. We want our
audit work to help those bodies
engage with councils and IJBs to
improve services.

Community planning partners
play a vital role in partnership
with councils and IJBs to deliver
services and improve outcomes
for communities. We want our
audit work to help improve such
partnership working.

We work with our strategic
scrutiny partners to improve how
we scrutinise local government.

We also seek their views on
what our work should look at.

We engage regularly to jointly
coordinate and plan our work.

We also seek their views on
what our work should look at.

How well does the council and
IJB that we work with perform?

How well does our partner
council perform?

How can we contribute to its
improvement?

How can we work with the
council better to improve
outcomes for our local
communities?

What does the audit work and
findings mean for our own
planned scrutiny activity?

How we will report our progress and impact
We will report our progress annually and refresh our Strategy every two years.
We want to ensure that our work makes a difference by ensuring that our resources are targeted on the right areas of risk facing local
government and communities. We will monitor and report our impact, including engaging with our stakeholders, and reflect on this to
reshape our aims and priorities.
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Audit Scotland’s published material is available for
download on the website in a number of formats.
For information on our accessibility principles, please
visit: www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/accessibility
For the latest news follow us on social media or
subscribe to our email alerts.

Audit Scotland, 4th Floor, 102 West Port, Edinburgh EH3 9DN
T: 0131 625 1500 E: info@audit-scotland.gov.uk
www.audit-scotland.gov.uk

