
FINANCIAL SERVICES
2008/09 Final Accounts Process

Work is continuing to produce the 2008/09 out-turn reports for both revenue and capital schemes, which will be considered by the Executive on 1st June and by Council on 29th June. The annual Statement of Accounts will then be prepared and will be scrutinised by the Audit Committee on 22nd June and be formally approved by Council on 29th June. The statutory deadline for formal approval is 30th June. The Audit Commission will start the audit of the accounts in July.

Use of Resources

The use of resources scored assessment for 2008 has now been received, with the Council receiving an improved overall score of 3. Significant improvements have been made in three elements, namely financial reporting, internal control and value for money. The 2009 assessment has been submitted to the Auditors within tighter deadlines.  The Audit Commission will be assessing the Council’s performance against new harder Key Lines of Enquiry this year.

Revenues and Benefits Services

Council Tax and Business Rate collection performance measured against targets as set out in the Service Plan, were on track as at the end of December 2008.  However collection performance has dipped in the 4th quarter as the effects of the recession have begun to impact on local taxpayers and the difficulties in collecting the new NNDR empty rate (full business rate charge).  Over the year Council Tax collection is 0.1% down of target at 97.2% and NNDR 0.4% down at 98.2%.  
It should be noted that nationally authorities are reporting a reduction in NNDR collection performance and the number of bankruptcies and liquidations are well above trend.


Benefit performance measures have been completely revamped by the Department of Works and Pensions under their ‘Right time Right Benefit’ initiative.

Unfortunately the DWP delayed specifying/defining how the indicators were to be derived.  The Council is now testing the performance software and should soon be able to report 2008/09 year-end performance.  In the meantime, performance is being measured using 2007/08 performance measures suggesting benefit assessment turnaround times averaging 10 days.  The Council is likely to maintain its excellent performance in benchmark terms based on April and March management information.

The production of the Revenues and Benefits shared service business case between Carlisle, Copeland and Allerdale is now targeted for Executive consideration in October 2009.  This is to allow time for the 3 authorities to introduce quick wins identified in the initiative to date.  Also to enable the three authorities to attempt to align policies, procedures and practices which is a pre-cursor to business case development.

Under ‘Recession Planning’ the Unit is looking at the resource implications of the expected 100% increase in benefit claims from working age residents and how to mitigate the effect on service provision.  The Council has received £68,000 in ‘ringfenced’ DWP grant to meet the costs of any additional temporary staff to administer the increased number of claims.

AUDIT SERVICES

The most recent meeting of the Audit Committee was held on 8th April 2009. 

The Head of Audit Services presented Members with the Progress Report relating to the work carried out by Audit Services since the previous meeting of the Committee which was held on 14th January 2009.

Members were also presented with a report outlining progress made to date on the Annual Governance Statement Action Plan.

Work is currently progressing on the material reviews for 2008/09.

Reports were also presented to the Audit Committee by the Audit Commission relating to Data Quality; the Ethical Governance Diagnostic Survey for Members and Officers; the Survey relating to Changing Organisational Culture – Fraud Awareness; and the Annual Audit and Inspection Letter.  
The Director of Corporate Services’ report updating Members on the review of the 2008/09 Final Accounts process was considered.  

The Audit Committee’s Annual Report to Council was discussed and agreed.  The Strategic Audit Plan and Audit Plan for 2009/10 were agreed.  

The Deputy Chief Executive’s report relating to Corporate Risk Management was presented.
POLICY AND PERFORMANCE
Data Quality

Each year Carlisle City Council is subject to a Data Quality Audit by the Audit Commission. This essentially inspects and verifies the accuracy, timeliness and reliability of the information we submit to Government via statutory performance indicators.

We have recently received our Data Quality Report from the Audit Commission which was the best Data Quality Report that Carlisle City Council has ever received.

Notably the Audit Commission commented that:

· The Council's overall management arrangements for ensuring data quality are consistently above minimum requirements.

· There is strategic responsibility for data quality and members and senior officers are involved in scrutinising the quality of performance information. This scrutiny is supported by a quarterly programme of internal audit reviews of data quality.

· The Council has a data quality policy and supporting guidance available to staff.

· Reminders are sent out to responsible officers to ensure that robust performance information is available in a timely manner.

· The Covalent system is secure and all instances of third party data sharing have been identified and protocols and agreements on data quality are in place or under development.

· The Council is recognised by external bodies and the Audit Commission for its approach to mapping and analysing small area data to inform service improvement.
Only one area for improvement was identified - a joint recommendation for all District Councils in Cumbria and Cumbria County Council to review and improve the protocols for sharing waste collection and disposal data. This is now being addressed though the Cumbria Strategic Partnership’s thematic waste partnership and a dedicated working group.

Community Empowerment

The two pilots are progressing in Harraby and in Longtown. Success against the original objectives (listed below) is currently being assessed: 

· For the local authorities and their partners to get closer to the needs of their communities and particularly those potentially vulnerable 

· To inform, consult and involve the community in the design and delivery of services

· To develop Neighbourhood Management or Locality Working as a means of involving communities

· To improve effectiveness and therefore satisfaction with local services

· To prepare for the new performance framework, Comprehensive Area Assessment and particularly to support the Cumbria Local Area Agreement, notably, NI4, % of people who feel they can influence decisions locally

· To bring neighbourhood planning closer to the corporate and community planning of local providers and partnerships

· For local councillors to develop their role as community leaders

· To develop, with the local community, a neighbourhood / community action plan or community charter

Some funding has been secured from the Cumbria Improvement and Efficiency Partnership to facilitate some trial sessions of participatory budgeting. This was an original aim of the pilots and is a requirement of the National Participatory Budgeting Strategy that all local authorities should be using participatory budgeting by 2012 as a means of involving local people in decision making.

Place Survey

The draft report has been published. Six District level surveys were commissioned jointly by the Cumbria Districts and Cumbria County Council. BMG Research undertook the surveys beginning September 2008 and ending in December. 1385 responses were received and analysed (46%). A number of the questions provide answers to national performance indicators (NIs). Some of the draft results for Carlisle are as follows:
· 74% said people who believe people from different backgrounds get on well together (NI 1)

· 64% said they felt they belong to their neighbourhood (NI 2)

· 34 % said they could influence decisions in their locality (NI 4)

· 83% said overall they were generally satisfied with their local area (NI 5)

· 20% said they participated in regular volunteering (NI  6)

· 16% said anti-social behaviour was a very or fairly big problem (NI 17)

The full report and local and national comparisons will be available in due course.

Covalent Workshops

A rolling programme of covalent workshops is now in place. The workshops are run internally and will ensure that covalent is integrated as the Council’s corporate system for performance, risk, action and assessment management.

Freedom of Information

The number of requests since last report: 99

The number of responses since last report: 80
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