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I’m speaking with Anne Cairns, manager at Audit Scotland, to discuss the latest report on the National Fraud Initiative, or the NFI. The NFI is the largest national fraud detection and prevention scheme that can provide data-matches within and between public bodies.

Anne, can you tell me a little bit more about how the NFI works?

Public bodies spend millions taxpayers’ pounds for the benefit of the Scottish population, providing services and financial assistance, and other services, for the citizens that need them the most.

The systems underpinning public spending can be very complex and therefore errors can happen. Unfortunately, there are also some individuals who set out to exploit the public sector systems and try to obtain services and benefits that they’re not always entitled to. 

The NFI Initiative gives bodies the ability to share data and to help identify inconsistencies that may indicate fraud or error, which can then obviously be investigated. 

Investigating those inconsistencies supports bodies to stop fraud, bring those responsible to account, and also to help bodies identify improvements to systems that may help future errors or losses.

What has the latest exercise found?

Since we last reported on the NFI in 2014, outcomes of £16.8million have been recorded in Scotland. This is the fifth time we’ve coordinated an exercise in Scotland, and the cumulative outcomes are now £110.6million in Scotland. 

These outcomes represent a significant return to the public finances of Scotland at a time when our public finances continue to be under pressure. Across the UK the cumulative total is now £1.3billion.

In Scotland, 104 bodies across local government, health and central government sectors submitted nearly 600 data sets to the latest exercises. These data sets generated just under 350,000 data matches that required further investigation. 

And of those matches, which generated the most outcomes?

The ones that we have identified as delivering the biggest outcomes were in respect of council tax discounts, pensions, blue badges and housing benefits. 

There are still 2,522 investigations still in progress and action is being taken
to recover £4.6 million of overpayments. 

As well as detailing the number of outcomes and their value, we’ve also highlights nine detailed case studies and these show the positive impact of the NFI on public finances.

What is the advantage of using data sharing to identify fraud and error, over other methods?

Without data matching, it can be very difficult for public sector bodies to identify certain types of fraud and error. Things like change in circumstances or an oversight in paperwork.

In our report one of our case studies actually highlights where NFI identified a duplicate payment made by the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service. This occurred because of an error and the invoice was actually paid twice. This £15,000 is now being recovered.

I should also like to point out because a match is identified during NFI this doesn’t automatically mean that there is a fraud or an error. Investigations are essential to enable the correct conclusion to be drawn out for each match.

So you point out in the report that not all outcomes lead to recovery of public funds, so can you explain a little bit more about in what other ways does the NFI benefit public spending in Scotland? 

The NFI can also act as a powerful deterrent and sends a clear warning to those individuals who may try to exploit systems. 

Also, by identifying errors in the public systems, our public bodies can fix those errors,  and identify where controls and systems can be improved, and future overpayments avoided. 

And you’ve also reported on the performance of the bodies who take part in the NFI. What did you find in that area?

Most organisations take advantage of the opportunities that NFI offers to them. However we have found that some could act more promptly and ensure that they have proper, appropriate officers are in place, with sufficient time available to investigate their matches.


We’ve made a number of recommendations to support further improvement by participating bodies. The next exercise we’re going to undertake is due to start in July 2016 and at that point we’ll be looking again at the suitability of participating bodies.

Anne, thank you. And the report is available to download from our website, www.audit-scotland.gov.uk 

ENDS. 


