volution plans fail?

Will Burnham’s de

Andy Burnham wants
more financial devolution
* Andy Burnham wants much
greater financial powers for
England’s councils.
e That could include control

over part of locally raised
income tax.

e More financial power also
means more responsibility.

o The question is, can England’s
current audit system cope?
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More powers demand
stronger accounto.bilitg

e Local democracy only
works when spending is
transparent.

o Independent audit
creates public
confidence.

o It should expose
problems before they
become crises.

e England’s present system
often fails to do that.

(3] What public audit is

supposed to achieve

o It checks whether accounts
are reliable.
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| VALUE FOR MONEY M

It examines governance and

| GoveRnANCE
value for money. |

o It asks whether public money
has been properly used.

|| PROPER USE

o Those safeguards are now
often missing.
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England’s audit system
has largely collapsed

¢ Local authority audit was
privatised in 2014,

But too few private firms
took on the work.

Audit resources have
become scarce.

Accounts are being
published years late.
Reliable accountability has
largely disappaared.

Lo

—
[_—5'_,-] The government ordered
the backlog cleared

o It was, to some degree, but
confidence was not restored.

* Many late audits were
finally completed.

* But many carried

¢ Auditors said they could not &

provide the assurance required.
* So, public confidence remains weak.

disclaimer opinions. : T~

@ Why did this happen?
e The Audit Commission that

supplied local audit was

abolished in 2015.

o But the privatised audit
market did not attract firms.

o Fees were too low at first
to attract specialists.

e The market failed to deliver.
e It has not recovered.
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7| The warning signs
came too late

* Many councils have suffered
major financial failures.

e Birmingham, Woking, Thurrock
and Croydon all did.

e Audit did not prevent
those crises.

e Accountability arrived after
the damage was done.

e That is not what public audit is for.
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F So, whik does this

mean for devolution?

e Andy Burnham’s ambitions
need stronger foundations.

e Greater devolved tax
powers need stronger
public audit.

e England does not yet
have that assurance.

e Burnham needs to fix
audit first, -

e Only then can he devolve -
ith confidence.  F
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" Conclusion
Andy Burnham is right to seek stronger devolution in England. But devolving

more financial powers before there is a trustworthy system of public audit
would weaken, not strengthen, local democracy.
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