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The contents of this report relate only to the matters which are required to be reported in line with the Programme for BV thematic work in councils 2022-23 as required by Audit Scotland. Itis not a
comprehensive record of all the relevant matters, which may be subject to change, and in particular we cannot be held responsible to you for reporting all of the risks which may affect the

organisation or all weaknesses in your internal controls. This report has been prepared solely for your benefit and Audit Scotland (under the Audit Scotland Code of Practice 2021). We do not accept
any responsibility for any loss occasioned to any third party acting, or refraining from acting on the basis of the content of this report, as this report was not prepared for, nor intended for, any other

purpose.
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Scope of the audit (1)

When discussingthe Local government in Scotland Overview 2022, William Moyes, Chair of the Accounts Commission said: “Councils are operatingin a complexand
increasingly volatile, unprecedented and unpredictable environment. Strongleadership from councils is needed now more than ever, with new and returning
councillors being able and willing to make difficult decisions about where and how to spend highly pressurised resources.”

This report concludes on the effectiveness of the council’s leadership of the development of the council’s strategic priorities, following the recent local government
elections.

The Accounts Commission’s Strategy (2021-26) sets outits priorities to focus on inequalities, funding, communities and recovery. The Code of Audit practice sets
out the Best Value work required to report on these priorities.

Code of Audit Practice 2020 Best Value reporting requirements

The Accounts Commission’s approach to Best Value involves reporting on individual local government bodies and thematically across the local government sector
through performance reports:

° As part of theirintegrated wider-scope annualaudit work appointed auditors use a risk-based approach to assess and report whether the audited body has
made properarrangementsfor securing Best Value and is complying with its community planning duties, including reporting progress against previous Best
Value findings and recommendations.

° The Accounts Commission alsorequires the Controller of Audit to report to the Accounts Commission on each council or Integration Joint Board (1JB) at least
once over the five-year audit appointment on the body’s performance on its Best Value duty. This enables the Accounts Commission to make findings for
improvement where appropriate.

° The Accounts Commission reports nationally on thematicaspects of local government bodies’ approaches to, and performance in, meeting their Best Value
and community planning duties. Local government appointed auditors report locally on any such Best Value thematic work prescribed by the Accounts
Commission.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.


https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/accounts-commission-strategy-2021-26
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Scope of the audit (2)

Thisreport covers the thematicaspect of the Best Value audit requirements. The Commission
has directed auditorsto report on the effectiveness of the leadership of the development of
the council’s strategic priorities.

Focus on equality Covid-19 recovery
In carrying out the work auditorshave considered the following questions: and fairness ' ; planning
° How clear is the new council vision and its priorities? Digital i Community
T ‘ landarsi engagement
. How effectively have the views of citizens and communities been reflected in the FIBERTIANEN | ] S ' in recovery
L. .. . ; of new local ,
priorities and decisions taken by the council? planning —— et planning and
5 egl
priorit?es priority
° How effectively do the council priorities reflect the need to reduce inequalities and EoGicEh
. 5 - )
climate change? Cliriata ( et
. . . . . change financial planning
° How good are the delivery plans and is there alignment of financial, workforce, asset
and digital plans with the council’s priorities? Alignment of
workforce planning
° Overall, how effective has the leadership been (political and officer) in settingclear

priorities and a sustainable approach to deliveringthem?

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.



Scope of the audit (3)

An improvementaction planisincluded at Appendix 1 of thisreport. This sets out audit recommendationsin key areas, and the council’s planned response including
responsible officers and dates forimplementation.

The coverage of the work is in line with the expectations for council’s arrangementsfor the seven Best Value themes in the Local Governmentin Scotland Act 2003,
Best Value Statutory Guidance 2020.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP. 5
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Executive Summary (1)

We have carried out an overview of the effectiveness of council leadership (officers and elected members) in developing new local strategic priorities following the
electionsin May 2022. Our review considered five areas (as listed below) and we have concluded on the effectiveness of leadership in each of these areas.

1 How clear is the new council vision
and its priorities?

2 How effectively have the views of
citizensand communities been
reflected in the prioritiesand
decisions taken by the council?

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.

We are satisfied that the new council plan includes a clear vision with clear priorities for the council and that this
has been communicated effectively to its staff, citizens and partners. We are also satisfied that council priorities
have been informed and developed in conjunction with a range of stakeholders. We have identified a low level
best practice improvement recommendation to ensure the council performs a holisticoverview of service plans
which allows for the identification of themes of best practice and performance improvement and reduces the
risk of silo working between service areas.

The council has had due regard to the importance of ensuringthe views of citizens and communities are
reflected in the priorities and decisions taken by the council. This is evident through priorities and outcomes set
outin the council plan and the integration of the strategic assessment informed by local citizens and
communities. Itis positive to note the steps the council are takingto ensure communities are a key focus of the
council’s decision-making process and that views are heard and acted upon however, the adoption of a place-
based strategy isin its formative stages and will require sufficient resource to implement and deliver this
strategy.
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Executive Summary (2]

3

How effectively do the
council priorities reflect
the need to reduce
inequalities and climate
change?

How good are the delivery
plansandisthere
alignment of financial,
workforce, asset and
digital plans with the
council’s priorities?

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.

We have reviewed the council plan as well as climate change strategy and use of integrated impact assessments. We are
satisfied that the priorities of the council within the council plan clearly articulates the importance of its place to reduce
inequalities as well as ensuring stakeholders have been involved in identifyinglocal needs and inequalities to inform
priorities. We are also satisfied that the council reflect the sustainability of the environment and in particular climate change
as a key priorityinits plan. We have identified a low level best practice improvement recommendation in relation to
integrated impact assessments to ensure assessments are used as a key consideration when informing strategic decision
making.

We have seen evidence that the council has taken decisions to show how it will deliver on its priorities, allocate and align
resources to its new priorities and secure sustainability of its services into the longer term. The priorities of the new council
planare broadin nature and therefore, provides the council with flexibility in future years to respond to changes in the local
community. Overall, we are satisfied that the council has appropriate delivery plans and that there is alignment of financial,
workforce, asset and digital plans with council priorities.

One of the biggest challenges that the council will face in the medium to longer term relates to capital investmentin services
to helpinthe delivery of council priorities. The capital planis currently unaffordable and the council will need to reduce the
size and prioritise capital projects to avoid the risk of wider financial challenges.

Another key area for the council is its transformation programme. We have made a recommendation that the council looks
to harness aninnovative approach and include the full organization in the programme of transformation as the council will
require buy in at all levels if it wishes to succeed in transforming service delivery. Implementation of the programme will
need to be delivered at pace to ensure the council’s continued financial sustainability.
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Executive Summary (3)

5 Overall, how effective has the We have identified evidence of effective governance arrangements in place at the council which has been
leadership been (political and officer) reflected in the setting of clear priorities. The council will need to continueits approach to harnessing good
in settingclear prioritiesand a governance to ensure a sustainable approach to delivering on its priorities. The council should ensure there
sustainable approach to delivering is sufficient focus aimed at transformation including the depth and pace of transformation to ensure not
them? onlyfinancial sustainability but sustainability of delivery of services in the midst of planned future funding

gaps.

The council’simprovement actions from this review are included at Appendix 1 of this report. It sets out the council’s response to audit recommendations
made.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.
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1. Council Vision and Priorities (1)
How clear is the new council vision and its priorities?

The Local Governmentin Scotland Overview 2022 published by the Accounts
Commission, outlined a number of themes impactinglocal government bodies as
well as the impact of the covid-19 pandemic, long-standing and growing
demographicpressures and the growing cost of living crises. The overall Scottish
populationis projected to fall over the next 25 years, with an ageing population.
Data within the report shows that overall life expectancy has fallen as well as
health life expectancy, of which deprivation has a large impact on both.

Increasing financial hardship is expected as the cost of livingrises rapidly, with the
greatest affects felt by those already experiencing poverty. Poverty rates have
been risingin recent years, with the highest ratesamong children. This trend is
seen across all 32 councils butin recent years poverty rates have increased at a
faster ratein councils with lower levels of deprivation.

In this challenging environment, with scarce resources, councils need to set a clear
vision, focused on the needs of its communities. Following the council electionsin
May 2022, council’s should have reviewed their priorities and to meet best value
expectations have reviewed priorities in conjunction with partners. Itisimportant
that citizens and communities areincluded to ensure services meet their needs.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.

Has the council published a clear vision, with clear priorities for the
council? Is it communicated to its citizens, staff and other partners?

Followingthe election of the new Council in May 2022, the administration
identified its priorities for the coming years. Officers in conjunction with
respective Policy Chairs developed performance indicators to demonstrate how
Council Services will deliver the priorities and outcomes as outlined in the Council
Plan.

The Aberdeenshire Council Plan 2022-2027 outlines the council’s priorities for the
next five years. The plan sets out the strategic approach to supporting
Aberdeenshire communities and businesses, working with partners to face the
challenges of the cost of living crises and increasinginequalities. The plan also
reflects priorities to continue its recovery from the covid-19 pandemicand
respond to climate change issues. The priorities identified by the council is
informed by the challenges faced and reflective of the issues outlinedin the local
governmentin Scotland Overview report published by the Accounts Commission
of the challengesimpactinglocal government bodies across Scotland.

The council has published a clear vision “Serving Aberdeenshire from mountain to
sea — the very best of Scotland”. This vision is underpinned by the council plan
which sets out three key priorities being People, Environmentand Economy.


https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2022/nr_220525_local_government_overview.pdf
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1. Council Vision and Priorities (2)

These priorities are then underpinned by six strategic prioritiekhe Council Plan 2022-2027 was approved by full council at the council meeting in November 2022,
all with set targets to measure outcomes. this resulted in the previous council plan 2020-22 being formally closed as a result of the new plan
being adopted. The council plan has been published and made publicly available on its website. The
council also sent out a range of communications internally and externally through news articles on its
* Learning for Life intranet and website to communicate the new council plan that had been adopted by the council to
enable staff, citizens and partners the opportunity to access the new council plan.

People:

* Health and Wellbeing
In a self assessment survey carried out by Aberdeenshire Council, it was found that approximately
73% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that leaders are clear about the priority outcomes

« Resilient Communities identified in strategic plans/local outcome improvement plans and communicate the difference the
Council ultimately aims to make in the community.

Environment:

* Climate Change
Our review of the council plan includes a clear vision with clear priorities for the council. The plan
Economy: has been communicated to its citizens, staff and other partners.
* EconomicGrowth Were the council’s priorities developed with partners and aligned with their priorities?

* Infrastructureand publicassets The council plan and its priorities were developed based on evidence gathered from the Strategic

Assessment which was approved by full council in June 2022 alongside the key deliverables from the
Administration’s manifesto to inform activity. The purpose of the strategicassessmentisto provide
policy makers a picture of the current climate and challenges Aberdeenshire is operatingin and how
it may change in the future. The Strategic assessment takes into account views from elected
members, council officers, staff, partner agencies and the wider publicand citizens of the council.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP. 10
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1. Council Vision and Priorities (3)

Frameworks and reportsincluding; the national performance framework,
Scottish Government Spending Review and Budget, Statutory Performance
Indicators and local manifesto commitmentsalso fed into the results of the
strategic assessment. The results of the strategic assessment clearly show the
assessment of issues impacting the council in the areas of people,
environment and economy which then links through to the priorities outlined
in the new council plan. We are satisfied that council priorities have been
developed with partners and other stakeholders. We have also gained
assurance that priorities developed with partners have been aligned with
partner priorities. This is reflective in priorities such as tackling inequalities,
climate change, focus on local communities/place and partnership
working/regional collaboration all of which are similar prioritiesto partner
organisations.

We are satisfied the council’s priorities have been developed with partners
and aligned with their priorities.

Has the council clearly set out what performance they want to achieve
in their priority areas?

Within the new council plan, full council agreed a new set of six strategic
priorities all of which have outcomes which council services use to plan
activityand deploy resources. Each strategic priority hasa number of
outcomes of which there is also key measures which set out how
performance should be measured in order to achieve the strategicpriority.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.

Performance in these strategic areasis measured through Head of Service
Business Plans. Followingthe approval of the Council Plan 2022-27, the senior
leadership team (SLT) agreed in January 2023 that Directorate Plans would be
discontinued and Head of Service Business Plans would be developed to set out
the scope and standard of work each service would deliver, alongside work
programmes to help achieve improvements against performance measures.

The first production of head of service business planswas reported to service
area committeesin April/May 2023 and thereforeis too early at this stage to
comment on the effectiveness of these reports. However, ourinitial review of the
Head of Service Business Plans shows areas of good practice reportingincluding
linkages of the council priorities per the Council Plan aligned to the strategic
outcome, service performance measure, anticipated outcome, responsible officer
and timescale for completion within the service area. The plansalso set out the
service priorities for the year ahead as well as forms of benchmarking that will be
taken into account when measuring performance. It will be important that links
and themes from outputs of these reports can be drawn at not only a service
level but also at a holisticlevel to ensure overall progressis beingmade to
achieve strategic priorities and that any key themes in good practice and
performance improvement across services are being highlighted and addressed
across the council at an overall holistic/strategiclevel.

11
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1. Council Vision and Priorities (4)

We are satisfied the council has clearly set out what performance they want to achieve in their priority areas.

Conclusion

Overall, we are satisfied that the new council planincludes a clear vision with clear priorities for the council and this has been communicated effectively to
its staff, citizens and partners. We have also gained assurance that council priorities have been informed and developedin conjunction with a range of
stakeholders and that prioritiesare aligned with partner organisations. The council have set out what performance they want to achieve against each
priority area within the council plan and have introduced new Head of Service Business Plans to ensure delivery of strategic priorities. It will be important
that as progress against the council planis monitored that the council is able to identify themes across a range of service areas in relation to performance,
best practice and challenges. This will support cross department working and an overview of progression against the council plan. (Action plan
recommendation raised- see Appendix 1)

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP. 12
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2. Citizen and community engagement (1)
How effectively have the views of citizens and communities been
reflected in the priorities and decisions taken by the council?

Recovery from the pandemicwill require councils to work alongside their local
communities. Councils, with their community planning partners, have a
responsibility to ensure that people and communities are able to be fully
involved in decisions that affect their everyday lives. Early and meaningful
engagement and effective collaboration with communities to identify and
understand local needs, and in decisionsthat affect the planningand delivery
of services should be a core part of determininga council’s vision and priorities.

Is community empowerment reflected in the high-level goals of the
council and embedded in strategic plans?

On 24 November 2022, Aberdeenshire Council agreed to develop and
implement a Place Strategy aimed to consider the current and future needs of
communities. The Council had previously agreed to implement the Place
Principlein April 2019 as part of an agreement between CoSLA and the Scottish
Government. The Community Planning Partnership Board agreed at their
meeting in September 2022 to adopt a place based approach to deliver
Community Planningin Aberdeenshire. Areport considered by the Board in
December agreed an approach to be taken and that approachisstillinits
development stage. Other services, including Live Life Aberdeenshire have
already been adoptinga place lens to their work.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.

The adoption of a Place Strategy is intended to offer a new way of deliveringall council
services in a more efficient way and looks to bringtogether the Place elements within
all services, streamlining and clarifying the council's approach. The officer steering
group that has agreed to work on the strategy include representativesfrom Area
Managers, Education and Children’s Services, Business Services and Environment and
Infrastructure, andis led by the Planningand Economy service.

Work is underway to embed the Place Principlein Aberdeenshire however this is still in
an embryonicstage. Thereis an aim from the council that this will become the primary
focus of council and partnership service activity in the coming years. The Principle is
intended to bringtogether ideas about services, investments, resources and assetsin a
collaborative way using place as a lens, with the aim of achieving better outcomes for
people and communities. Over the coming years the Council will lookto work in
collaborationto develop Place Based Strategies which give communities a voice in
shapingtheirlocality. The performance framework set out in the Council Plan looks to
ensure that reportingagainst Council Priorities continues whilstthe strategies are
developed. Given the resources required to develop Place Based Strategies, these will
take some time to produce and it is important that the council recognise and assess the
resource required to not only plan but deliver a placed based strategy againsta
financially challenging backdrop.

We are satisfied that community empowerment is reflected in the high level goals of
the council and is embedded in strategic plans.

13
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2. Citizen and community engagement (2)

To what extent is the organisation involving local people in decision
making processes? Any examples of communities designing and co-
producing services?

To ensure local people are involved in the decision-making process
Aberdeenshire Councilhasimplemented a Community Engagement and
Participation Policy to ensure that all engagement undertaken by the council
is informed by local citizens. An online engagement portal ‘Engage
Aberdeenshire’ isdesigned as a central hub to allow local individuals to take
partin consultationsand engagement activities impacting council services and
projects. Through this online portal local people have the ability to share their
views, influence decisions within their area, follow projects as they develop
and attend public meetings and workshops relating to the activity.

We are satisfied from our review performed that the council provides
opportunities for involving local people in decision making processes and
there are examples of communities designing and co-producing services.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.

Have members and senior managers worked effectively with communities to
identify priorities that respond to the needs of communities?

The strategic assessment undertaken by the council in conjunction with key
stakeholders and local citizens identified priorities such as tacklinginequalities,
economic growth and transformation, climate change, health and social care,
infrastructure, educationand focus on local communities. These priorities have
been reflected in the new council plan as referred to within the ‘Council Vision and
Priorities’ section of this report. Our review of the budget and MTFS shows that the
most significant allocation of capital expenditureis beingallocated to Education and
Children’s services and Infrastructure Projects. The larger proportions of the
revenue budget are beingdirected to education and children’s services, 1B
(covering health and social care), infrastructure including economic development,
roads maintenance, parks and open spaces, waste collection/disposal,
transportation, digital, building repairs, librariesand sport and leisure. The council
have a separate carbon budget which focuses on tackling climate change initiatives
(although we have some concerns asto whether thisis affordable —see page 27).
We are therefore satisfied that the council is appropriately allocating funding to
areas matched with local priorities.

We are satisfied that members and senior managers have worked effectively with
communities to identify priorities that respond to the needs of communities.

14
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2. Citizen and community engagement (3)

Do priorities reflect a leadership role for communities and CPP
particularlyin shaping recovery from Covid-19 and making decisions
about local services?

One of the strategic priorities outlinedin the new council plan s ‘Resilient
Communities’ this priority is further made up of outcomesincluding;

. Promote greater participation by communitiesin decisions thatimpact
them; and
. Develop and implement a Place Strategy that considersthe current and

future needs of communities.

In order to help meet this strategic priority Aberdeenshire Council form part of
Aberdeenshire Community Planning Partnership (CPP). Aberdeenshire Council’s
Strategic Community Planning Team have a key role in supportingthe
Community Planning Board and Executive meetings at the CPP. The team act as
a main point of contact for partners, communities and national contacts and
lead on reportingand projects required by the partnership. Forums such as the
CPP which engages with a number of partner organisations and local residents to
join up efforts and resources to help deliver services that meet the needs of local
people, as well as the council’s adoption of a place based strategy and wider
stakeholderinvolvementin decision makingas highlighted above through
Engage Aberdeenshire, ensures that priorities reflect a leadership role for
communities and engages communities in beinga part of decisions thatimpact
local services.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.

We are satisfied priorities reflect a leadership role for communities
and CPP. Recovery from covid-19 is included in the plans and priorities
of the council and factored into the decisions made about local
services.

Is the council learning from the innovative ways communities were
involved in developing and delivering support during the
pandemic and putting more flexible governance and decision-
making structures in place now to provide more opportunities for
more local participation in decision making?

Discussions with management have highlighted the positive way in
which partnership working was engaged duringthe early stages of the
covid-19 pandemicand thelearningthat has been adopted through
that process. The pandemicbroughtto light howimportantitisto
engage with partners and local communitiesin order to deliver services
required in a more efficient and effective manner. The learning brought
about from the pandemichas been used ininforming council priorities
and the ways in which priorities can be delivered through wider
stakeholder engagement. The pandemicalso brought about varying
arrangements of governance and decision makingstructures where
meetings were moved online when there were physical restrictionsin
place and since the easing of lockdown restrictions, many organisations
have moved to hybrid working approaches to flexibly meet the needs of
decision makers.

15
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2. Citizen and community engagement (4)

Council meetings at the council have resumed to in person meetings however
the local publichave access to attend these meetings both virtuallyand
physically to provide more opportunitiesfor local participationin decision
making.

We are satisfied the council is learning from innovative ways in which
communities were involved in developing and delivering support during the
covid-19 pandemic. As a result of the pandemic flexible governance and
decision-making structure such as hybrid council meetings has provided
more opportunities for local participation in decision making.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.

Conclusion

The council has had due regard to the importance of ensuring the views of citizens
and communities are reflected in the priorities and decisions taken by the council.
Thisis evident through prioritiesand outcomes set outin the council plan centered
around ‘Resilient Communities’ as well as the differing forums available to enable
stakeholder engagement.

It is positive to note the steps the council are taking steps to ensure communities
are a key focus of the councils decision making process and that views are heard
and acted upon. There is however further work that is required especially through
the adoption of the newly agreed place based strategy. The adoptionofa place
based strategy isin its formative stages and will require sufficient resource to
implement and deliver this strategy. It is important that the council recognize and
assess the resource required and governance arrangements required to ensure this
new strategy is effective and helps deliver the priorities focused on resilient
communities as outlined in the council plan.

16



3. Reducing inequalities and tackling climate change (1)
How effectively do the council priorities reflect the need to reduce

inequalities and climate change?

Reducing inequalities

Council prioritiesare expected to reflect the Best Value expectations thatall
activity should contribute to tackling poverty, reducing inequality and promoting
fairness, respect and dignity for all citizens, alongside a focus on sustainable
development, including climate change.

The Local governmentin Scotland Overview 2022 report notes that the impact of
the pandemicand service disruption have been felt most strongly by those already
experiencinginequality. Councils have worked hard and adapted to maintain
service delivery but those mostin need of support are still being affected. Councils
must evaluate these impacts so that recovery and renewal supports those most
affected and addresses inequalities.

How clearly does the council and its community planning partners reflect its
plans to reduce inequalities in its vision and strategic priorities? Have
equality groups been involved in identifying local needs and inequalities to
inform priorities?

The Council plan has a priority for Resilient Communities which includes
developingand implementing a place strategy that considers the current and
future needs of communities as well as improving the life chances of people at risk
of fallinginto poverty, or already livingin poverty.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.

Key measures within the council planinclude:

* numberof communities with a live or in-developmentplace plan
number of communities with active community councils

* percentage of children livingin absolute lowincome families

* increased number of households supportedthrough the roll out of income
maximisation, money advice and welfare rights accessibility approach

* total benefit claims each month (housing, Council Tax reduction)

* energy efficiency measuresinstalledin private sector housingand social sector
housing

* households assisted to maximise theirincome
* percentage of revenue budget allocated via Participatory Budget

Our review of performance against these measures hasidentified that the council is
generally performingin line with current targets howeveris below target in relation
to ‘Percentage of revenue budget allocated via Participatory Budget (PB)’. Thisisa
new measure agreed as part of the new council plan.In 21/22 the 1% target for the
council was not met.

17
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3. Reducing inequalities and tackling climate change

(2)

The Scottish Government have set a target of 1% of a local authority’sbudget to be
allocated by PB. It is important that the council should ensure thereisincreased
engagement with local citizens and communities especially around financial planningand
future budgeting priorities given the financial challenges faced by the council which will
impact on the local community. This will ensure there is buy in from key stakeholders on
allocation of financial resources in light of financial constraints.

We are satisfied that the council and its community planning partners clearly reflect its
plans to reduce inequalities in its vision and strategic priorities. We are also satisfied that
equality groups have been involved in identifying local needs and inequalities to inform
priorities however, more could be done to increase local engagement in participatory
budgeting exercises.

Does the council have an agreed action plan aimed at tackling inequality, poverty
and addressing fairness issues identified in local communities?

The Scottish Government has an explicit commitment to ending child poverty through the
Child Poverty (Scotland) Act 2017 (‘the Act’) which outlines a statutory requirement to
reduce the number of children who live in poverty. The Act also places a statutory duty on
Local Authoritiesand Health Boards to jointly prepare and submit, to the Scottish
Government, an annual “Local Child Poverty Action Report” (‘the Action Report’) that
identifies what action has been taken in the previous 12 months and the actions that will be
taken in the future to reduce child poverty. The most recent Local Child Poverty Action
Report was developed alongside Community Planning partners, including NHS Grampian,
which holds the joint statutory duty with Aberdeenshire Councilto produce an action
report.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.

Reducing poverty is one of the Community Planning Partnership (CPP)
Local Outcome Improvement Plan (LOIP) priorities which is led by the
Tackling Poverty and Inequalities Group. The Tackling Poverty &
Inequalities Strategic Partnership was set up by the Community Planning
Partnership to coordinate strategic developmentacross partners. The
priorities of the Tackling Poverty & Inequalities Strategic Partnership
are:

* Reducingthe number of children/people livingin poverty;
* Preventingchildren/people fallinginto poverty;

* Enabling children to live poverty free in adult life; and

* Improve the wellbeing of peoplelivingin poverty.

In September 2019, the Communities Committee approvedthe
Aberdeenshire Information & Advice Delivery Framework, which is
funded and supported by the Tackling Poverty & Inequalities Strategic
Partnership. When approving the Framework, the Communities
Committee agreed that Area Committees would be informed of
progress in relation to delivery of the Framework as part of the Tackling
Poverty & Inequalities Annual Report. The Communities Committee also
considered the Aberdeenshire Child Poverty Action Plan 2023-2026 in
March 2023 which was developed in conjunction with individuals with
lived experience, partners from the Area Committee and Education and
Children Service Policy Committee.

18
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3. Reducing inequalities and tackling climate change

(3)

The intention of this Action Plan is to improve outcomes for all families living
in poverty or at risk of livingin poverty. The key emphasisis around supporting
families where the risk of children livingin povertyis highest.

Additional funding for Tackling Poverty & Inequalities has been placed within
Aberdeenshire Councilreserves and a strategic funding framework has been
establishedto allocate and monitorthe funding which is beingallocated atan
area level. Annual Reports will capture and monitor progress against the child
poverty action plan and outline key achievements and highlight areas for
improvement for each year.

The most recent annual report againstthe child poverty action plan published
for 2021/22 highlights good progressin increasingincome maximization for
low-income households, reduction of fuel poverty for low-income households,
access to support toimprove skills for parents and young people to secure
employment to name a few. The annual report however recognises areas for
development such as greater digital accessibility, flexible childcare pathways,
affordable transport models and continuingto develop the lived experience
network.

We are satisfied the council have an agreed action plan aimed at tackling
inequality, poverty and addressing fairness issues identified in local
communities.

© 2023 Grant Thornton UK LLP.

Do the council’s Covid-19 recovery and renewal plans support those most
affected and address inequalities?

During the covid-19 pandemicthe council held recovery and renewal plansin
place in order to support those most affected by the pandemic. Recovery and
renewal plans are no longer updated as plans and priorities have since been
refreshed to include actions to support those who have been most affected by
the pandemicand addressinequalities. This is evident within the refreshed child
poverty action plan as well as Aberdeenshire Information & Advice Delivery
Framework.

Does the council use equality impact assessments and Fairer Scotland
assessments to inform its strategic decisions? Is this information
considered and acted on at the planning stage?

The Council also has a dutyto demonstrate that they consider or have due regard
to theirequality obligations. Aberdeenshire Council use equality/integrated
impact assessments (l1A) which makes reference to Fairer Duty Scotland in order
to facilitate this. Key decisions undertaken by committees are required to
produce an integrated impact assessment alongside the considered report.
Committee meetings have a standingagendaitemto note the Public Sector
equality dutyand “where an IIA is provided, to consider its content and take those
into account when reaching a decision”. From review of meeting minutes we have
seen evidence of IIA’s being provided for consideration however, we have not
been able to identify evidence of integrated impact assessments being discussed
alongside the agenda reportitem.
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3. Reducing inequalities and tackling climate change

(4)

Thereis a riskthatintegrated impact assessments can become a tick box exercise
and that they may not be effectively used to inform strategic decisions when being
provided for consideration alongside detailed reports. We recommend that where
integrated impact assessments are provided alongside an agenda item that these
are appropriately considered within committee meetings and minuted to
evidence that they are having an appropriate impact. (Action plan
recommendation raised- see Appendix 1)

Is the council identifying a need to implement human rights based
approaches in its design and delivery of services?

Aberdeenshire Councilupdated its human resources and organizational
development policiesin relation to Equality Guidance in July 2022. The Equality
Guidance providesinformation and examples of common concepts and key
legislation related to equalities. The Guidance highlights Human Rights and the
relevant legislationimpactinghuman rights. The guidance also refersto a
‘Respecting Diversity’ course which is made available to staff to help reflect on
attitudes towards others, provide increased understanding of the challenges facing
different groups and opportunitiesto howindividuals may respond to those
challenges. The council has due regard to implementing this policy across its design
and delivery of services. Each Committee covering report which isused toinform
decision making makes reference to risks and implications of recommendations of
the report with reference to Equalities and Fairer Duty Scotland.
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The lIA screening questions makes reference to whether the
activity/proposal/policy would have an impact on people/and or groups with
protected characteristics as well as an impact on inequality of outcome. We
are satisfied that the council has due regard to human rights based
approachesinits design and delivery of services.

We are satisfied that the council has due regard to human rights based
approachesin its design and delivery of services.
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3. Reducing inequalities and tackling climate change

(5)

Underpinningthese outcomesisa number of key measures to track progress against
Tackling climate change

performance. As part of the council's commitment to climate change mitigation,
Around two-thirds of councils have formally declared a climate emergency, and Aberdeenshire Council set their first carbon budget in 2017/18. The Council were the
COSLA’s Blueprint for Local Government states that climate change is a ’greaterﬁrSt local authority in Scotland to implement such a budget. This approach is to make
threatthan COVID'. The Scottish Government has recently published guidance SUre that the Council are placingas much focus on their carbon footprint as theydo on
on publicsector leadership on the global climate emergency to help public theirfinancial budgets. The carbon budget is set in February each year at the same time
bodies in leading climate action. Addressing the climate emergency and setting 35 the financial budget and is monitored throughout the year by the Sustainability
actions to achieve net zero will need to be a key element of councils’ recovery Committee.

and renewal from the pandemic.

‘Route Map 2030 and Beyond’ was approved by Aberdeenshire Councilin September
How clearly does the council reflect sustainability of the environment, ~ 2022. Theroute mapis built up from an amalgamation of key activities and targets

and in particularclimate change, in its vision and priorities? including; Scottish Government national guidance, climate ready Aberdeenshire,
Aberdeenshire Council Climate Change Declaration and Route Map 2030
Transformation Map. A central steering group has been set up to take ownership of and
monitor progress of delivery of the projects and Route Map 2030. The Steering Group

« Reach a 75% reduction in emissions by 2030 and net zero by 2045 reports to the Strategic Change Board as overseen by the Chief Executive whilst
supporting Directorates in developing and delivering activities/projects that they shall
be required to bring forward to meet the Council wide targets. The group also reports
on progress to the Sustainability Committee as well as each policy committee as

» Supportand promote sustainable and active travel required.

Aberdeenshire Council as part of the new council plan has highlighted climate
change as a key strategic priority. Outcomes as a result of this priority are to;

* Increase the quantity and quality of recycling collected in Aberdeenshire
and reduce the volume of unnecessary waste going to landfill

An annual carbon budget is set each year to keep the council on track for its
commitment to reduce emissions by 75% by 2030 and net zero by 2045. The latest data
available shows that a target was set for 2021/22 of 50,614 emissions (tCO2e) and
delivered 49,304 which was marginally under target. The council currentlyis on track to

reduce emissionsin line with the targets set.
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3. Reducing inequalities and tackling climate change

(6)

Currently Aberdeenshireis not an outlierin terms of emissions generated
compared to other Scottish councils or proportion of total household waste
arisingthatis recycled.

Key targets outlined in the Routemap include; reach net zero by 2045, 20%
reductionin car kms driven, food waste reduced by 33% by 2025, 70% of all
waste recycled by 2025, all new homes to use renewable or low carbon heating
from 2024 and 35% of domesticand 75% of non-domestic building’ heatto be
supplied usinglow carbon technologies. The council have action plansin place to
look to deliver these targets however significant investment will be required in
order to deliver these targets. The council have undertaken workin 2023 in
terms of feasibility studies and the impact on capital expenditure. A total of
£128m capital expenditureis projected to be required by the council in orderto
meet climate change target over the next 8 years. The council currently have a
capital plan allowance of £39m which meansthere is £89m of additional
investment required. This provides a significant risk to the delivery of climate
change targets set outin the Routemap.

We are satisfied that the council clearly reflects sustainability of the
environment and in particular climate change in its vision and priorities. This is
evidenced by the emphasis on climate change outlinedin the council plan as well
as the supportingaction plans and climate change strategies adopted by the
council. The council’s sustainability committee also meet every second month
and receive updates on the progress against their climate change action plans
and strategies.
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The priorities set out by the Scottish Government as well as Aberdeenshire Council
to reduce carbon emissions and become net zero by 2045 are challengingand will
require sufficient financingand resource allocated to meet delivery. It is positive to
note that the council have a carbon budgetin place and that thisis regularly
monitored through the sustainability committee as well as progress of delivery of
priorities. The latest carbon budget update reported to the May 2023 sustainability
committee notes that the Carbon Budget for 2022-23 is unlikely to be reached due
to challenges which have delayed projects from startingat the anticipatedtime. It
was noted however, that many of those projects have now moved into 2023/24 for
actioningor have been revised to become more cost effective.

The council will need to continue to monitor not only delivery of projects but the
costs anticipated with late running projects which can impact both capital and
revenue costs to ensure both delivery of the climate change strategy but also the
impacts of funding the climate change strategy in the medium to longer term.

Conclusion

We are satisfied that the priorities of the council within the council plan clearly
articulates theimportance of its plans to reduce inequalities as well as ensuring
stakeholders have been involved in identifyinglocal needs and inequalitiesto inform
priorities. We have also obtained assurance that the council has an agreed action
plan aimed at tackling inequality, poverty and addressing fairness issuesidentified in
local communities.
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3. Reducing inequalities and tackling climate change

(7)

The council use equality impact assessments as a way of ensuringthat the risks and implications of decisions are considered however, we have been unable to
obtain evidence of consideration of these impact assessments by committee members to identify whether these are being used effectively to inform strategic
decisions. Thereis a riskthat the use of equality impact assessments become a tick box exercise and may not be used as an effective piece of evidence to be
considered alongside detailed committee reports.

We have set out a recommendation that the consideration of integrated impact assessments are appropriately considered and minuted within committee
meetings to ensure these documents are beingappropriately considered alongside the strategic decision-making process.

The council has appropriate arrangementsin place to reflect the sustainability of the environment and in particular climate change as a key priorityinits visionand
council plan.

Overall, we are satisfied the council ensures that priorities reflect the need to reduce inequalities and climate change and has a number of arrangements in places

to address this. We however would like to see that the council makes more effective use of the integrated impact assessments to inform decision makingatthe
planningstage.
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lt. Alignment of delivery plans (1)

How good are the delivery plans and is there alignment of financial,
workforce, asset and digital plans with the council’s priorities?

Delivery plans

Making the best use of publicresourcesis at the heart of delivering Best Value. With
clear plans and strategiesin place, and with sound governance and strongleadership, a
council will be well placed to ensure that all of its resources are deployed to achieve its

strategic priorities, meet the needs of its communities and deliver continuous
improvement.

Are the council priorities clearly reflected in service plans?

Followingapproval of the Council Plan 2022-27, the Senior Leadership Team (SLT)

agreed that Directorate Plans would be discontinued from January 2023, and Head of
Service Business Plans would be developed instead to set out the scope and standard of

work the Service would deliver, and appropriate performance measures. The first

production of head of service business plans was reported to service area committees
in April/May 2023 and at the time of writing this report other service directorates are

yet to receive thefinal directorate plan. Therefore, itis too early at this stage to

comment on the effectiveness of these reports however, ourinitial review of the Head
of Service Business Plans shows areas of good practice reportingincluding linkages of
the council priorities per the Council Plan aligned to the strategicoutcome and service

performance.
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We are satisfied that from the directorate plans available at the time of
drafting this report council priorities were clearly reflected in service plans.

Do service plans demonstrate how the council will improve in its service
priority areas?

We are also satisfied from our review of the directorate plans available that
plans demonstrate how the council will improve service priority areas. This is
demonstrated through service performance measures and actions combined
with the anticipated outcomes, officer responsible for delivery as well as the
timescale for delivery of the priority.

Has the council taken an innovative approach when considering how
services will be delivered in the future?

Transformation

The self evaluation undertaken by the council for 2023 highlights that 45% of
respondents did not know, disagreed or strongly disagreed about how leaders
drive transformational change, and the clarity of transformation projects within
the organizationand howthey are aligned with organizational priorities and
plans. The survey undertaken highlighted that silo workingis creating potential
missed opportunitieswhere projects could be aligned with other
services/corporately.
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t. Alignment of delivery plans (2)

An action plan has been drawn up as a result of the self assessment survey undertaken

and highlighted an action plan to “Share information on transformation projects
widely across the council”.

In order to reduce the current funding gap and deliver £90m of savings, a major

transformation programme will need to be developed. The council has recognized the

fact thatit will require substantial transformationin order to reduce future funding
gaps and reshape the organization to ensure efficient service delivery.

Transformation plans are currently under development. The council are currently
working on the transformation visionand framework which will be ready for

discussion with councilors once they return from recess to take forward. A team has
been created within the Business Change Team to support transformation activity, a
cross service team are delivered workshops for senior officers and members as well as
shapingtheleadership forum. Workshop activities were undertaken in June to engage

with key stakeholders and drive ideas and innovation for change. Almost 800

individual ideas were submitted by participants during the workshops. A timetable has
been set out which looks to develop a vision for transformation as well as developing

an associated framework for delivery, developinga communications strategy and

stakeholder map and three year programme of transformation activity, all of which is

planned to be undertaken by December 2023.

Transformation and an innovative approach to delivering services will be key in futures
years to enable delivery of services and council priorities against what is expected to

be a challenging future financial backdrop.
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Transformation programmes are at a very early stage at the council and
therefore a depth of pace will need to be undertaken on the programme in
order to ensure the council can bridge the significant funding gap in a short
space of time. It is important that the council and policy committees monitor
the progress and delivery of the transformation programme and outcomes. In
order to ensure financial sustainability for the medium to longer term, the
Council will need to ensure that it is able to deliver increased productivity and
efficiency initiatives in order to reduce costs and deliver financial benefits.
(Action plan recommendation raised- see Appendix 1)

Financial Plans

Is there evidence that the council has effectively aligned it’s 2023/24
budget to its new priorities? Does the council have a medium term and /
or long-term plan that effectively demonstrates that financial resources
are allocated to deliver its new priorities?

The medium-term financial strategy is used to provide a link between the
council’s medium-term priorities and its financial capacity. The Council’s MTFSis
reviewed on an annual basisand considers a range of delivery mechanisms and
fundingsourcesto help deliver the council plan and priorities.

The MTFS provides detail on the context and climate that the council is
operatingin as well as assumptions, sensitivity analysis, risks and external
influences impactingthe MTFS and finances of the council.
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+. Alignment of delivery plans (3)

Asoutlined in the ‘citizen and community engagement’ section of this report
we are satisfied that financial resources and plans are allocated to areas of
priority and aligned with council priorities.

Can the council demonstrate how engagement with its citizens and
communities have influenced its budget decisions?

Council members are in continuous engagement with its citizens and
communities and this allows councilorsto understand the priority areas
impactingtheir local constituency. The annual strategicassessment thatis
undertaken by the council isinformed by local citizens and communities which
informs the council plan. The budget setting process then takes due regard to
council plan priorities as informed by the local community to allocate financial
resources to priority areas.

The council has projected a significant funding gap of circa £90m within the
next five years. The council will need to use transformationto re-prioritise
resources to priority areas and either reduce or stop expenditurein non-
priority areasin order to ensure continued financial sustainability. We are
satisfied the council is able to demonstrate how engagement with its citizens
and communities have influenced its budget decisions. The council will need
to engage with its citizens and communities on how it addresses its funding
gap and the impact on budgeting decisions.
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Workforce Plans

Are workforce plans in place, across the council, that demonstrate that it has
the staff in place with the skills required to deliver services in line with its
priorities?

Aberdeenshire is competitive in terms of workforce with otherindustries able to
pay in excess of the Council. This makes it difficult to recruit and retain people.
Outsourcingis also difficult as suppliersalso struggle for resource. The Council is
aware of the challenge and has recently undertaken a refresh of its workforce
planning. Per discussion with management, in the last few years, workforce
planningis beingseen by the council as a priority area for services however hasin
the past not been asembedded within the council as hoped. As a result, workforce
plans will be included within the Head of service business plans. These will be
included for each service and forecasted for up to three years providinga medium-
term approach to workforce planning. Head of service business plansintegrate
council priorities with service delivery and workforce planningand therefore is
envisioned that thisintegration will help demonstrate and monitor that staffarein
place with the skills required to deliver services in line with priorities.

As previously mentioned, itis too early to assess the effectiveness of the workforce
plansasthe inclusion of this within Head of service business planshas only been
formed at the time of drafting this report however, we believe that the integration
of head of service plans alongside workforce plansis a positive step in ensuring
plansarein placeto help deliver services in line with priorities and with the
workforce required.
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t. Alignment of delivery plans (4)

Our review of head of service business plansappropriately identifies the number of
vacanciesin the relevant service area as well as the strategy for delivery against the
workforce priority areas. Key priorities and updates are provided withinthe head of
service business plan alongside the issue/risk against that priority and the actions and
progress/measuresin placeto achieve the priority with a target delivery date. We
are satisfied the workforce plan clearly identifies the skills or capacity gaps and the
actions and progress taken to address workforce needs.

Asset Plans

Does the council have an asset strategy and plans in place that demonstrate
that it has the right assets to support delivery of services in line with its
priorities?

The council have an asset strategy which spans a 5-year period to 2027/28. The
capital plan was approved at March full council meetingalongside the revenue
budget and MTFS. The capital plan shows a total expenditure of £563.956m between
23/24 and 27/28 of which £389.608m (69%) is planned to be financed through cash
and prudential borrowing. Thisis a significant amount of planned borrowingand
therefore there will be revenue implications for the council. The council estimates
thatthere will be £255.925m revenue cost to fund the proposed capital planacross
the next five-year period, with the assumption thatinterest rates remain below 4.5%.
There are no other provisions for significant interest rate rises in future years and is
reflected as a risk within the council’s budget risk register.
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The impact on revenue as a result of projected capital expenditure looks to
increase from 5.8% to 8.2% within the 5-year period (E41m to £59.8m). The
current planned level of borrowingand it’simpact on the revenue budget is not
sustainable and reductionin the capital programme will be required in order to
maintain financial sustainability.

The council will need to review the affordability of the proposed capital plan
and its revenue implications. A review of the capital plan and estates strategy
should be carried out and identify through scenario planning and sensitivity
analysis whether the proposed capital plan is affordable in the short to
medium term. It is also important that the council considers what is
affordable to ensure continued financial sustainability as well as identify what
capital priority areas are to ensure delivery of council plan priorities. (Action
plan recommendation raised- see Appendix 1)
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t. Alignment of delivery plans (5)

Do the council’s annual and longer-term capital plans include projects
that are aligned to the asset plans to support improved services? Is the
extent of ‘slippage’on key projects a concern?

We are satisfied through review of the council’sannual and longer term
capital plansthat theseinclude projects that are aligned to plans to support
improved services. Examples include investmentin the energy from waste
capital project which aims to reduce emissions and help tackle the climate
change strategic priority.

The latest capital finance reported to full council in January 2023 shows a
projected £53m of underspend against a revised budget at January 2023 of
£147m. Thisissignificantand a large proportion (E13m) of this underspend
relates to the Energy from Waste capital project. The project has
encountered various delays and is forecast to be completed in Summer 2023
with milestone payments planned for 22/23 beingreprofiled into 23/24.

Our review of the council’s annual and longer-term capital plans include
projects with are aligned to asset plans to supportimproved services. We
have identified some slippage on key projects however we have not
identified this as a significant concern.
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Digital Plans

Does the council have a digital strategy and plans in place that
demonstrate how its digital infrastructure supports delivery of services in
line with its priorities?

Aberdeenshire’s Digital Strategy 2020-2025 was approved by the Business
services CommitteeinJanuary 2021 and builds on from the previous strategy
‘Innovate Aberdeenshire’ 2015-2020. The digital strategy sets out the priorities
and commitment of the council to embeddinga digital approach to contribute to
the council’s strategic priorities, Aberdeenshire’sHealth and Social Care
Partnership strategic plan and news ways of working following on from the covid-
19 pandemic. The Digital Strategy Programme outlines the digital programmes
undertaken to support progress in achieving the digital strategy. Progress against
the strategy is reported to the business services committee on a six month basis.
The strategy sets out four themes of service delivery for the council to help the
council deliver on the six strategic priorities set outin the council plan.

An innovation fund has been programmed which is a ringfenced pot available for
digitalinnovation projects to support transformation business cases as
determined by the Digital Strategy Board. The launch of thisfund is due to be
carried outin the first two quarters of 2023 and review of funding applications
and awards being undertaken in quarter three.
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+. Alignment of delivery plans (6)

The digital strategy is movingthrough its midway point, with the
majority of projects in Discovery or Delivery stages. The digital
strategy project has a number of projects with projected
benefits and savings attached to each project. A maturing
benefits profile continues to emerge across the strategy
programme, with return on investmentidentified across
Webchat, Process Automationand Online Services projects
indicating potentialreturn oninvestment by 2025 for these
three streams of an estimated £1.1 million and further potential
return being explored. Wider benefits exist as these projects
supportthe organisation in its transformation journey
supporting Aberdeenshire to become more efficient and
streamlined in its processes and maximising the transaction
channel choice for both internal and external stakeholders.
Other streams within the strategy are building their benefits
profiles and further reports will set out the growing benefits
picture as it develops.

We are satisfied the council has a digital strategy and plansin
place to demonstrate how its digital infrastructure supports
delivery of services in line with its priorities.
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Conclusion

Can the council demonstrate that it has taken decisions to show how it will deliver on
its priorities, allocate and align resources to its new priorities and secure sustainability
of its services into the longer term?

We have seen evidence that the council has taken decisions to show how it will deliver on its
priorities, allocate and align resources to its new priorities and secure sustainability of its
services into the longerterm. The priorities of the new council plan are broad in nature and
therefore, provides the council with flexibility in future years to respond to changes in the
local community. The council continues to prioritise service delivery in areas such as health
and social care to progress against the council priority of health and wellbeing. The council
have also evidenced significant investment in projects such as energy from waste to meet
strategic priorities relating to climate change and are continuingto look to implement a place
based strategy to help progress against the resilient communities priority.

Overall, we are satisfied that the council has appropriate delivery plansand that thereis
alignment of financial, workforce, asset and digital plans with council prioritieshowever, one
of the biggest challenges that the council will face in the medium to longer term relates to
capital investmentin services to help in the delivery of council priorities. We highlight the fact
thatthe council has an ambitious capital plan which results in significant amounts of planned
borrowing and the council will need to reflect on the affordability of this programme to avoid
the risk of wider financial challenges.
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Overall, how effective has the leadership been (political and officer)
in setting clear priorities and a sustainable approach to delivering

them?

Effective leadership from councilors, chief executives and senior officers, is
key to councils achieving their objectives and providing clear strategic
direction. The complex local government environment means collaborative
leadership, working with partners, communities and citizens to improve
outcomesis more importantthan ever. Leaders need to be skilled in effective
strategic thinking, decision-makingand collaborative workingand able to
learn lessons from new ways of working. Councillors and officers must be
clear on theirrolesin setting the vision and planning forits delivery. Leaders
should demonstrate behavioursand workingrelationships that foster a
culture of cooperation, and a commitment to continuous improvementand
innovation. Good conduct and behaviours when working together are crucial.
Workingrelationships between members and between members and officers
should be constructive and productive. Councillorsshould show a
commitment to agreed council priorities and work together to achieve them.

Is there effective collaborative working between members and with
members and officers towards the achievement of the priorities?
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We are satisfied from our discussions with management and review of committee
meetings that there is an effective collaborative working relationship between members
and officers and towards the wider achievement of council priorities.

Do members and officers demonstrate mutual respect, trust, honesty and
openness and appropriate behaviours?

We are also satisfied that members and officers demonstrate mutual respect, trust,
honesty, openness and appropriate behaviours within their roles. The recent self
assessment evaluation undertaken by the council highlighted that 74% of respondents
strongly agreed or agreed that leaders demonstrate the vision, values and ethics of the
counciland act as role models.

Is there evidence that members have taken decisions that contribute to the
achievement of the priorities, in particular when allocating resources and in setting
and monitoring performance targets?

Based on our review of committee meetings and wider strategies and priorities of the
council we are satisfied that members look to take decisions that contribute to the
achievement of priorities of the council. There is a strongemphasis within the council of
performance monitoringand tracking performance against priorities. As highlighted
above we have seen evidence that members are mindful of wider strategic priorities

when allocatingresources and monitoring performance targets.
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Thisis positivein ensuring that the council progresses against delivery of
strategic priorities. Due to the financial challenges the council facesin the
medium to longer term with significant funding gaps planned, the council will
need to continue to ensure strongleadership and governance arrangements
are in placeto help provide the foundations to a number of difficult and
challenging decisions that are likely to have to be madein futureyears asa
result of planned financial challenges and the need for transformational
change. It is positive to note the council are startingto plan ahead to look at
the wider transformationrequired at the council however itis important that
there is a depth and pace attached to this area to ensure delivery of council
priorities can be sustained.

Is there a corporate approach to self-evaluation that supports
continuous improvement in priority areas?

The council undertake a corporate approach to self-evaluation which helps
supports continuous improvement in priority areas. Followingan internal
auditreportand best value assurance report publishedin 2020 which
recommended to implement an effective council-wide approach to self-
evaluation, the council agreed that it would use of the PublicService
Improvement Framework (PSIF) to use as a self-assessment tool. The audit
committee agreed a two-year plan to deliver self-evaluation across the
council.
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A council wide self evaluation was undertaken in March 2023 and the results of the
evaluation were considered by the audit committee in May 2023 and an improvement
planfor 23/24 is being created to help supportimprovementwith regards to the
improvement actions identified. Key areas included within the action planinclude;
reviewing budget-setting process to include longer term financial planning, more
stakeholder engagement and participatory budgeting, embed approach for governance
of risk strategy and risk registers, share information on transformation projects widely
across the council and demonstrating how the council use benchmarking to make
service improvements.

Have any issues been identified with the capacity and skills of senior officers
that could impact on the ability of the council to deliver its objectives? Has there
been turnover of senior officers?

We have also considered the capacity and skills of senior officers which could impact on
the ability of the council to deliverits objectives.
The council has not experienced high turnover of senior officers and we have not
identified from our discussions with management and review of council reports any
significant issues with the capacity and skills of senior officers in place at the council.
Our review of meeting minutes of key committee meetings has not identified
significantissuesin relation to skills of elected members that could impact on their
ability to scrutinize and make decisions that contribute to the council deliveringits
objectives. Our attendance at audit committee meetings has found that elected
members are appropriately informed by management reports and thereis evidence
that members scrutinize and challenge information provided in order to make
informed decisions impacting the council.
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5. Leadership (3]

Within the self assessment undertaken by the council 69% of respondent strongly agreed or agreed that leaders have established stronggovernance arrangements
with clear lines of accountability for the council.

Conclusion

Overall, we are satisfied that there is effective leadership (political and officer) in setting clear priorities and there is a sustainable approach to delivering priorities.
Strong and cohesive leadership isimportantin ensuring delivery of council priorities and it isimportant that effective leadership and governance arrangements remain
in place to help tackle a number of difficult decisionsthat will be required to be made as a result of a challenging financial climate, increasing demand for services and
reduction in resources which will result in a need for transformational change and will require strongleadership and guidance by officers and elected members.
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Appendix 1. Improvement Action Plan (1)

We have identified four recommendations for the council as a result of best value thematic review carried out. We have agreed our recommendationswith
management and we will report on progress on these recommendations duringthe course of the 2023/24 audit. The matters reported here are limited to those that
we haveidentified duringthe course of our audit and that we have concluded are of sufficientimportance to merit being reported to you in accordance with

auditing standards.

Issue and risk

Recommendations

1. Council vision and priorities

To reduce the risk of silo working the council
will need to ensure thatit provides a holistic
view of areas of best practice as well as
challenges or performance improvement by
performingan overall review of head of
service business plansin a collective manner.

It will be important that as progress against the council planis monitored that the council is able to identify
themes across a range of service areas in relation to performance, best practice and challenges. This will
support cross department workingand an overview of progression against the council plan.

Management response
TBC

2. Reducing inequalities and tackling climate
change

Thereis a riskthatintegrated impact
assessments can become a tick box exercise and
that they may not be effectively used to inform
strategic decisions when being provided for
considerationalongside detailed committee
reports.

We recommend that where integrated impact assessments are provided alongside an agenda item that these
are appropriately considered within committee meetings and minuted to provide an audit trail which
evidences the use of impact assessment are appropriately informing strategicdecisions and are considered
and acted on at the planningstage of the decision-making process.

Management response
TBC
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Appendix 1. Improvement Action Plan (2)

Issue and risk Recommendations
3. Alignment of delivery plans- Itis important that the council and policy committees monitorthe progress and delivery of the transformation
Transformation programme and outcomes at a close level to ensure that not only efficiencies can be delivered but that financial

sustainability can be achieved. In order to ensure financial sustainability for the medium to longer term, the Council
Transformation programmesareatavery  willneed to ensurethatitisableto deliverincreased productivity and efficiency initiativesin order to reduce costs
early stage at the council and therefore a and deliver financial benefits. The council will also need to use transformation to re-prioritise resources to priority
depth of pace will need to be undertaken  areasand either reduce or stop expenditurein non priority areas.
on the programme in order to ensure the
council can bridge the significant funding
gap in a short space of time and ensure
continued financial sustainability.

Management response
TBC

4, Alignment of delivery plans- Asset Plans The council will need to review the affordability of the proposed capital planand its revenue implications. A review of
the capital plan and estates strategy should be carried out and identify through scenario planning and sensitivity

The council has an ambitious capital plan analysis whether the proposed capital planis affordable in the short to mediumterm. It is also important that the

over the next five-year period which council considers what is affordable to ensure continued financial sustainability as well as identify what capital priority

projects a significantamount of borrowing areasare to ensure delivery of council plan priorities.

is required to fund delivery of the plan.

There is a risk that the capital plan could be

unsustainable in the short to mediumterm TBC

and have significant impacts on an already

stretched revenue budget.

Management response
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