
 

 
  

   

   

    

 
 

 
 

            
    

   

 

          
       

   

              
 

                
  

  

      
               

      
       

 

              
       

  

           
      

    
   

            
 

              
   

  
  

             
    

AGENDA ITEM 9 
Paper: AC.2021.3.6 

MEETING: 11 MARCH 2021 

REPORT BY: SECRETARY TO THE COMMISSION 

STRATEGIC ALLIANCE BETWEEN THE ACCOUNTS COMMISSION AND THE 
IMPROVEMENT SERVICE 

Purpose 

1. This report proposes a Joint Statement of Intent for a Strategic Alliance between the 
Accounts Commission and the Improvement Service, and to agree joint priorities for the 
next 12 months. 

Background 

2. At recent Commission meetings the Interim Chair has kept the Commission apprised of 
discussions between her and the Improvement Service (IS) with a view to developing a 
more strategic relationship. 

3. As a result of these discussions, a draft joint Statement of Intent has been developed 
(see Appendix) and is proposed for the Commission’s approval. 

4. The Board of IS is also considering the Statement for approval at its meeting on 5 
March. I will provide a verbal update to the Commission on the outcome of this meeting. 

2021/22 priorities for the Strategic Alliance 

5. The Joint Statement of Intent notes that the Commission and the IS are committed to 
working together on matters of mutual interest, where it is appropriate and sensible to do 
so, and where collaborative gain will be derived for Scottish local government. Proposed 
joint priorities for the next 12 months, for consideration by the Commission and IS Board, 
are outlined below: 

• The Commission and IS will consult with each other on their annual work 
programmes and business plans to identify opportunities for collaborative 
working. 

• The IS will participate in Advisory Groups established to oversee the 
development of the annual Local Government Overview reports on finance and 
challenges and performance, and other audit work which directly links to IS 
programmes, and will contribute relevant data, intelligence and case studies. 

• The Commission will signpost councils to the support available from the IS 
following Best Value audit work. 

• The Commission will involve the IS in its approach to developing a Best Value 
audit approach for Integration Joint Boards (IJBs), to consider how the IS’ work 
on self-assessment and improvement planning can align with the Commission’s 
approach and support IJBs with continuous improvement. 

• The IS will provide briefings to the Commission on outcome areas that it is 
delivering improvement support in. 
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• The Commission will provide periodic briefings to the IS Board on the key themes 
arising from its local government audit work, to help inform future local 
government improvement planning and the work of the IS. 

• The Commission and the IS will co-host two learning events in areas of mutual 
interest. Potential areas could include: Covid-19 recovery planning; equalities; 
place-based planning; mental health and wellbeing; child poverty; collaborative 
leadership; the future workforce; use of data. 

• The Commission and the IS will consider opportunities for co-produced elected 
member briefings and/or elected member webinars in areas of mutual interest. 

6. The Commission’s views are welcomed on the proposed priorities, and particularly on 
areas they would like to see the Commission and the IS focus on as event topics. 

7. The Joint Statement of Intent states that progress against the delivery of our Strategic 
Alliance will be governed by the Commission and the IS. Practically, we would propose 
that the Commission and IS jointly review progress in delivering the Strategic Alliance at 
the end of the first 12 months of its operation, reflecting on what we have achieved 
together and setting out priorities for the following 12 months.  As part of this report, it 
will also be important for both organisations to reflect on whether the Joint of Statement 
of Intent is working and delivering the ambition set out. 

Promotion 

8. If the Commission agrees with the proposed Joint Statement, the Commission will 
publicise the Strategic Alliance with its stakeholders. 

Conclusion 

9. The Commission is invited to. 

a) Approve the Joint Statement of Intent for the Strategic Alliance between the 
Commission and the IS. 

b) Note that the Joint Statement will be considered by the IS Board at its meeting on 
5 March 2021, the outcome of which I will provide in a verbal update to the 
Commission. 

c) Agree joint priorities for the next 12 months for the Commission and the IS as 
proposed in paragraph 5. 

d) Agree that the Commission promote the Strategic Alliance with its stakeholders 
(paragraph 8). 

e) Agree that the Commission and the IS jointly review progress in delivering the 
Strategic Alliance at the end of the first 12 months of its operation. 

Paul Reilly
Secretary
2 March 2021 
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APPENDIX 

Strategic Alliance between the Accounts Commission and Improvement 
Service 

A Joint Statement of Intent 

The purpose of this joint statement is to outline the respective roles of the Improvement Service and 
Accounts Commission in improvement, and how we will work together formally on matters of mutual 
interest.  

Both organisations have unique roles within Scottish Local Government – the Accounts Commission 
is responsible for securing the audit of Local Government, whilst the Improvement Service is the 
improvement arm of the Local Government family.  Given the unprecedented challenges facing Local 
Government and its communities, and the need to accelerate transformation, it is essential that both 
organisations work together systematically, and in a way that retains the integrity of each 
organisation, to generate collective momentum for improvement. 

About our organisations 

Accounts Commission 

The Accounts Commission is the public spending watchdog for Scottish Local Government, holding 
councils to account and helping them to improve. While the 12 members are appointed by 
Ministers, the Commission operates independently and reports to the public. It is responsible for 
securing the audit of Scottish Local Government and of Integration Joint Boards (IJBs). 

The Commission uses its powers in two main ways. Firstly, the audit of individual councils and IJBs, 
including the annual audit and Best Value auditing.  Secondly, national reporting on the performance 
of councils and IJBs including performance audits and sector overview reports. These performance 
audits can sometimes be undertaken jointly with the Auditor General for Scotland (AGS) who is 
responsible for auditing the Scottish Government, government agencies, NHS bodies, further 
education colleges and most NDPBs. 

While the Commission’s core function is to provide assurance to the public about the probity and 
performance of Scottish Local Government, the Commission also aims to contribute to the 
improvement of the sector and of wider outcomes. It does this in a range of ways.  Firstly, through 
improvement recommendations made by appointed auditors in their annual audit of individual 
councils and IJBs. Secondly, through improvement recommendations and the promotion of good 
practice as part of its national programme of performance audit work and Best Value auditing. 
Thirdly, through the Commission’s series of How Councils Work reports which aims to stimulate 
change and provide practical support to help councils continue improving their performance. 

Audit Scotland was established in 2000 to provide audit services to the Accounts Commission and 
Auditor General Scotland. In addition, therefore, to this strategic alliance with the Accounts 
Commission, the Improvement Service also enjoys a close operational relationship with Audit 
Scotland in its work. 

Improvement Service 

The Improvement Service is the ‘go-to’ organisation for Local Government Improvement in Scotland, 
with a remit to work collaboratively to deliver improvement support to help councils and their 
partners improve the health, quality of life and opportunities of all people in Scotland through 
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community leadership, strong local governance and the delivery of high quality, efficient services.  
The purpose of the Improvement Service is to: 

• Provide leadership to Local Government and the wider system on improvement and 
transformation; 

• Develop capability and capacity for improvement within Local Government; 

• Deliver national improvement programmes for Local Government and partners and support 
councils to improve at a local level; 

• Provide research, data and intelligence to inform Local Government’s policy-making and 
decision-making and to drive improvement; 

• Deliver national shared service applications and technology platforms; and 

• Broker additional resources to support the delivery of Local Government’s priorities. 

Purpose of our Strategic Alliance 

The Accounts Commission and Improvement Service are committed to working together on matters 
of mutual interest, where it is appropriate and sensible to do so, and where collaborative gain will be 
derived for Scottish Local Government. We will: 

• Generate collective momentum for improvement through targeted joint work in areas of 
strategic importance to Local Government. These areas include responding to the economic and 
social impact of the global Covid-19 pandemic, employability and fair work, child poverty, climate 
change, health and social care integration, community empowerment, digital transformation, 
collaborative leadership, equalities and governance. 

• Use our unique and distinct roles to inform, facilitate and support each other’s work. For 
example, data and intelligence gained through IS work will be used to inform audit work 
undertaken by the Accounts Commission, and recommendations from audit work will be used by 
the Accounts Commission to signpost IS support to local authorities. 

• Consult with each other as we develop our annual Business Plans and work programmes, to 
identify opportunities to work together to secure collaborative gain and maximise the impact of 
our improvement work in Local Government. 

• Engage jointly with elected members in areas of mutual interest such as community 
empowerment, options appraisal, partnership working, and effective scrutiny. 

• Deliver collaborative events, such as workshops, roundtables, and webinars as appropriate, 
in priority areas for Local Government. 

How we will work together 

We will use our Strategic Alliance to work together to create traction and momentum for our 
partnership, recognising that it will be organic in nature and evolve and mature over time.  This will 
involve regular discussions between the IS and Commission members in areas of shared priority, as 
well as colleagues from both organisations working jointly on shared pieces of work where it is 
appropriate to do so. 

We will use this Strategic Alliance to capitalise upon the complementary strengths, skills, experience, 
knowledge and assets available within our respective organisations, as we work together more 
formally on matters of mutual interest. In doing so we will recognise and respect the distinct roles 
and responsibilities of our respective organisations as we work together. 
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Governing our Strategic Alliance 

Progress against the delivery of our Strategic Alliance will be governed by the Improvement Service 
Board and Accounts Commission. We will review the progress we have made in delivering our shared 
ambition on an annual basis. 

Elma Murray OBE Councillor Alison Evison 
Interim Chair of Accounts Commission Chair of Improvement Service Board 
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