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1. Introduction and Terms of Reference 

 
 In November 2023, the Centre for Governance and Scrutiny (CfGS) published ‘Financial 

Scrutiny: a guide for members’ which prompted the Overview and Scrutiny Commission to 

decide to conduct a review of the Council’s finance scrutiny arrangements during the 

Commission’s work programming workshop in June 2024. The review is linked to 

achieving Borough Priority 6: Be a responsible Council.  

 

 The purpose of the review was to consider the Council’s current approach to finance 

scrutiny in relation to best practice guidance and recommend any changes that would 

improve the effectiveness of the finance scrutiny process. The following aims and 

objectives were agreed for the review: 

• To understand the best practice guidance published by CfGS and CIPFA. 

• To understand the effectiveness of the Council's current finance scrutiny process. 

• To consider potential improvements that could be made to the finance scrutiny 

process against impact of those changes on resources and other scrutiny 

processes. 

• To make recommendations regarding the most effective processes that could be 

put in place for the scrutiny of financial performance of the Council. 

 

 This report details the information collected during the review and sets out the Task 

Group’s conclusions and recommendations. 

 

2. Method of Investigation 

 

 The Finance Scrutiny Task Group Review was undertaken across two meetings between 

October 2024 and November 2024. The first meeting focused on Councillors’ views 

regarding the Council’s current arrangements for finance scrutiny with input from officers 

regarding the processes and resourcing associated with the current arrangements. The 

second meeting focused on best practice guidance and how the current arrangements 

aligned with best practice. The discussion during the meetings of the Task Group was split 

between annual budget scrutiny and quarterly financial monitoring report scrutiny.  

 

 The following Members of the Overview and Scrutiny Commission formed the Review 

Group: 

• Cllr Mancyia Uddin (Chair) 

• Cllr Robyn Hattersley 

• Cllr John Hodkinson 

• Cllr Linda Mussell 

 

 The following officers took part in the review: 

• Jon Ridgeon – Assistant Director of Finance 

• Tara Kirkham – Finance Manager 

• Joan Whitfield – Finance Business Partner – Corporate 

• James Morley – Senior Scrutiny Officer 

• Karl Allender – Scrutiny Support Officer 
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 The Task Group also considered the following guidance documents which are referenced 

throughout this report: 

• Financial Scrutiny: a guide for members – Centre for Governance and Scrutiny 

(CfGS), November 2023 

• Financial Scrutiny Practice Guide – The Chartered Institute of Public Finance & 

Accountancy (CIPFA), June 2020 

• A Councillor’s workbook on scrutiny of finance – Local Government Association 

(LGA), November 2017 

• Overview and Scrutiny: statutory guidance for councils, combined authorities and 

combined county authorities – Department for Levelling Up, Housing & 

Communities (DLUHC) (now called Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 

Government (MHCLG)), April 2024 

 

3. Background 

Legislation and Regulations Related to Council Finances 

 Like all other local authorities, St Helens Council is required to abide by the legislation and 

regulations that apply to local government finances, mostly notably, the Local Government 

Finance Act 1972 (1972 Act) and Local Government Act 2000 (2000 Act). The 1972 Act 

mandates that every local authority must make arrangements for the proper administration 

of their financial affairs. It also outlines the roles and responsibilities of local government 

officers and members in financial management. Under Section 151 of the Local 

Government Act 1972, every local authority is required to appoint a Section 151 Officer. 

The S151 Officer is responsible for the proper administration of the authority’s financial 

affairs. This role includes advising the council on financial matters, ensuring that financial 

controls are in place, and reporting on the financial health of the authority. The S151 

Officer needs to be a qualified member of a recognised professional accounting body (e.g. 

CIPFA). At St Helens Council, the S151 Officer role is held by the Director of Finance. The 

2000 Act requires the Full Council to approve the Council's budget and council tax 

demand, ensuring democratic oversight of financial decisions. 

 

 The Local Government Act 2003 (2003 Act) places a responsibility on councils to ensure 

that councillors in general play some role in the oversight of financial matters. The 2003 

Act does not define what the role of councillors should look like but the CIPFA guidance 

suggests that there are a number of different roles that form part of the collective 

responsibility of councillors. There are: 

• The role of the leader, in setting out and leading on the council’s overall vision and 

objectives, and associated financial requirements, 

• The role of the cabinet member for finance – taking the member lead on financial 

matters and liaison with the Section 151 Officer to design and deliver a balanced 

budget, 

• The role of other cabinet members, in ensuring that the objectives for which they 

hold responsibilities can be delivered within the council’s budget and policy 

framework, 
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• Councillors on the audit committee, who hold a responsibility for transacting that 

committee’s formal audit duties, and for ensuring the overall health of the financial 

control environment,  

• All councillors, who annually at budget council are obliged to agree the council’s 

budget and who, over the course of the year, have general responsibilities relating to 

budget oversight, and 

• The role councillors involved in the scrutiny function play in reviewing financial 

performance in relation to service delivery and achievement of priorities and 

objectives relative to the budgets that were set. 

The Role of Overview and Scrutiny 

 Overview and scrutiny’s role in relation to the local authority’s finances is set out in the 

Local Government Act 2000 (2000 Act) and Local Government Act 2003. The 2000 Act 

introduced the separation between the executive (Cabinet) and scrutiny functions 

(replacing the committee system of decision making) and the role of the executive to 

recommend the budget and related council tax demand for full council to approve. The role 

of scrutiny in the financial process is to hold the executive to account and ensure its 

decisions are in the best interests of the community. 

 

 The role of overview and scrutiny is different and separate from the role of audit 

committees within the governance framework. Audit committees (such as St Helens 

Council’s Audit and Governance Committee) provide important assurance to the authority 

and to external auditors and hold responsibility to ensure probity and oversight 

responsibility for the finance system in general alongside governance and audit 

arrangements. Scrutiny, by comparison, is about reviewing and investigating the council’s 

finances in light of its stated policy goals and whether finances are being used to 

effectively deliver services and achieve positive outcomes. In St Helens Council’s case, 

the stated policy goals are set out in the Borough Strategy (under the six Borough 

Priorities) and supporting strategies (e.g. Inclusive Growth Strategy).  

St Helens Council’s Current Finance Scrutiny Arrangements 

 The Overview and Scrutiny Commission (Commission) currently receives the Financial 

Monitoring Reports (FMR) each quarter at its next meeting after each FMR had been 

approved by Cabinet. The FMR was also presented to Full Council for consideration 

following Cabinet approval; whether Council or Commission considered the FMR first 

varied depending on the schedule of meetings but there was no link between Council and 

Commission receiving the FMR (i.e. no comments or recommendations regarding the FMR 

from Commission were submitted to Council for consideration). 

 

 The Director of Finance (S151 Officer) and Assistant Director of Finance were invited to 

attend each Commission meeting where the FMR was on the agenda as well as the 

Cabinet Member for Finance & Governance. This provided members of the Commission 

with the opportunity to review the FMR each quarter and ask any questions they had about 

it. Following consideration of the FMR, Commission had the power to make resolutions to 

submit recommendations to Cabinet and Officers or request further information to be 

provided following the meeting. 
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 Budget Scrutiny is carried out each year during January towards the end of the Budget 

Setting Process following the announcement of the Government’s local authority grant 

settlement which was typically made mid-December. The budget scrutiny process would 

involve one or more meetings of a task group made up of members of the Commission. 

Senior officers and cabinet members would be invited to provide an overview of the 

process they went through to set the budget for each portfolio and how decisions in each 

portfolio affected one another. This was to enable the task group to make a judgement 

regarding the robustness of the budget setting process. The scrutiny process resulted in a 

statement from the Commission regarding the budget setting process which was approved 

at a Commission meeting in early February and submitted to Cabinet and Council for 

consideration during the approval of the Budget in late February and early March 

respectively. A new Budget Scrutiny Task Group was established each year under the 

Overview and Scrutiny Task and Finish Groups – Protocol section of the Overview and 

Scrutiny Procedure Rules of the Council’s Constitution.  

Finance Scrutiny Guidance 

 As listed at 2.4, there were a number of guidance documents that informed local 

authorities, or councillors specifically, about the best practice for finance scrutiny. The 

Findings section of this report provides more detail regarding the content of the best 

practice guidance as a lot of the content is repeated across the various documents. 

However, below is an overview of the background to each of the different documents. 

 

CfGS Financial Scrutiny: a guide for members 

 The most recently published guidance on finance scrutiny, CfGS produced this document 

to summarise and update the guide produced by CIPFA discussed below as a simpler 

guide for councillors new to the subject to use. The guide provides an overview of the role 

of councillors involved in scrutiny of finances as well as the other councillors roles (e.g. 

leader and cabinet members) and officers’ roles. The main body of the guidance for 

scrutiny councillors covers three central tasks that CfGS views as necessary to ensure 

scrutiny functions are fully engaged with financial governance (discussed further in section 

4 of this report). The guidance also discusses how financial scrutiny can add value. 

 

CIPFA Financial Scrutiny Practice Guide 

 This guide was published by CIPFA but developed in collaboration with CfGS (CfPS at the 

time – Centre for Public Scrutiny) to provide councils and councillors with ideas about how 

they might best integrate an awareness of council finances into the way that overview and 

scrutiny works. Published during the COVID-19 pandemic, the guide refers to how the 

pandemic impacted on council finances on top of a decade of reducing budgets and the 

challenging position councils face.  

 

 The guide set out the critical part scrutiny plays in the overall governance framework and 

how it can provide insights into the needs of residents as well as a greater understanding 

of the tough choices that councils were needing to make. 

 

 Unlike the CfGS summary published later, the CIPFA guidance goes into much more detail 

regarding the role of scrutiny, how it fits in with the role officers (such as the S151 Officer) 
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play and various detailed aspects of council finances that councillors on scrutiny should be 

aware of and activities scrutiny can go through (e.g. reviewing the integration between 

financial and service planning). The guide also provides a detailed overview of the budget 

setting and financial monitoring process over a 12 month period and suggests ways 

scrutiny can contribute at each step.  

 

LGA Councillor’s workbook on scrutiny of finance 

 Although a number of years old at this point, the LGA’s workbook was still relevant at the 

time of the review. It was designed as a distance learning aid for councillors to provide an 

insight and assistance in developing skills to be more effective in their scrutiny role. The 

guide recognised that each councillor is an individual with their own perspective of what 

they should focus on but sought to provide tools and guidance where councillors had 

questions. 

 

 As with the other guidance documents, the workbook emphasised the importance of 

financial scrutiny and a councillor’s role, some of the scrutiny tasks that could add value, 

and some of the challenges councillors and the scrutiny function could face and ways to 

overcome them.  

 

MHCLG Statutory Guidance on Overview and Scrutiny 

 The Government’s statutory guidance related to the general role of overview and scrutiny 

not just finance scrutiny however it was relevant to this review as it provided broader 

context for the way in which scrutiny should be carried out whilst recognising that each 

local authority was different and had certain characteristics that meant different 

approaches were more effective rather than a one size fits all approach. The key aspects 

of the statutory guidance relevant to this review were that scrutiny needed to add value 

from a different perspective to other governance arrangements (i.e. cabinet, audit, council, 

officers) and that council’s needed to provide the necessary resources and organisational 

culture to support scrutiny. 

 

4. Findings  
 

 This section documents the findings from the meetings the Task Group held during the 

review including the views of councillors, and information and guidance provided by 

officers. 

Current Arrangements 

Budget Scrutiny 

 The current method of budget scrutiny was short but intensive given the narrow timescales 

available for the review and report writing stages, during a period when the budget was 

being finalised by officers before being presented to Cabinet. Officers explained that for 

them budget setting was a year-round process but became resource intensive following 

the Government’s announcement of the local authority's settlement. Under the previous 

Government the settlement had been for one year of Government Grant announced just 

before Christmas. Prior to finding out how much funding local authorities would receive 

from the Government, officers would work throughout the year on preparing draft budgets 
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based on assumptions about the settlement the Council might receive plus other variables 

such as costs inflation, pay increases negotiated by Government and National Employers 

and demand for services. A range of scenarios would be developed to allow potential 

decisions regarding budgets to be prepared to reduce workload once the settlement was 

announced. However, despite forward planning, January was a busy time for officers 

finalising budgets and preparing reports for Cabinet and Council. 

 

 Members of the Task Group agreed that the current approach to budget scrutiny could be 

improved to add more value to the budget setting process. Limiting scrutiny to the late 

stage of the budget setting process did restrict opportunities for members to consider the 

information they were given effectively. Members also noted that the lack of time between 

notification of the authority’s settlement and Cabinet and Council being required to make a 

decision on the budget (Council is required to approve budget and set Council Tax by 11 

March each year) meant there were fewer opportunities to suggest any changes following 

the scrutiny process so close to the deadline for budget approval. Members agreed that 

more time to consider potential budget proposals earlier in the process would provide 

more opportunity for scrutiny to add more value to the budget setting process. 

 

 During the 2022/23 municipal year the budget scrutiny process had been slightly different 

from the norm as the Budget Task Group had been presented with a range of budget 

saving options to consider and make recommendations about. Members agreed that this 

activity provided more tangible outcomes in the form of recommendations regarding 

savings decisions. Officers agreed that this process had added value, however, as the 

Council identified budget savings within the three-year medium term financial strategy the 

Commission would not be able to repeat this process every year.  

 

 Officers provided an overview of the timescales for the process they undertake to set the 

budget each year. Following the production of the Council’s Statement of Accounts for the 

previous financial year in June, officers would start to review the key assumptions in the 

budget which were not reliant on the Government settlement such as inflation, price 

changes from providers, and assumptions for business rate and council tax collection. In 

the Autumn the Government’s Autumn Statement would provide local authorities with 

some indications regarding funding of Government departments that would inform Council 

budget decision making before the main detail regarding financial settlement was provided 

as described above. It was noted that the new Government elected in July 2024 had 

indicated that there would be a return to three-year settlements which would give local 

authorities more opportunity for forward planning and setting firm medium term financial 

strategies but to date there had been no formal announcements from the Government. 

 

 Officers suggested that councillors may benefit from training sessions regarding the 

budget setting process and what went into building budgets during the financial year (e.g. 

what the main variables were) to give councillors a better understanding of what they were 

scrutinising. 

 

Financial Monitoring Report Scrutiny 

 Currently, the Commission received the quarterly financial monitoring reports (FMR) at the 

Commission meeting that followed the Cabinet meeting where the FMR was approved. 
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With meetings of the other scrutiny committees taking place prior to Commission meeting 

also the Commission would at the earliest consider the FMR 19 days after Cabinet. 

 

 This process described above was followed to try to minimise the amount of time 

differential between the meeting of the Commission and the period for which the FMR was 

written. It was felt that the further away from the period of the report the less relevant the 

scrutiny activity would be. 

 

 Officers explained the process of writing the FMRs each quarter. The Business Manager 

(Finance Business Partner) for each section (i.e. Children’s Services, Adult Social Care, 

Place Services) would produce the figures for their sections of the report and Corporate 

Finance would bring all the parts together (including data for Corporate Services) to form 

the FMR. As such, the knowledge regarding the detailed financial information for each 

service resided with the budget holders, business managers and their teams. Currently, 

only the Director of Finance (Section 151 Officer) and Assistant Director of Finance would 

attend Commission meetings to present the FMR, with the Cabinet Member for 

Governance and Finance also in attendance. To enable answers to questions to be 

provided during Commission meetings, members were requested to submit them in 

advance however to date very few questions had ever been submitted. Officers agreed 

that it was not practical or efficient to invite all finance business managers to attend 

Commission meetings on the off chance they would be asked a question. 

 

 As well as Cabinet, Commission and Full Council receiving the FMR to monitor the 

Council’s financial performance, officers had internal mechanisms for holding services to 

account for financial performance. The Director and Assistant Director of Finance led 

regular Revenue Monitoring Meetings where business managers would present financial 

data for their areas and directors and assistant directors would be challenged on the 

management for finances for each service. Executive Directors held regular Executive 

Management Board (EMB) meetings, part of which would be used to hold each other to 

account for financial management. Part of the role of Overview and Scrutiny was to ensure 

that these internal scrutiny processes were taking place and being effective in managing 

the Council’s finances. 

 

 Members of the Task Group acknowledge that due to the information the FMR was 

required to convey it was a long and complicated technical document. Members stated 

that it was difficult for them to consider what questions should be asked prior to a meeting 

when they only had a week following the publication of the meeting agenda to read the 

report and try to make sense of it. It was noted that the FMR was publicly available once it 

was included in the agenda of a Cabinet meeting so councillors could have more time to 

review the FMR prior to a meeting without waiting for the Commission’s agenda to be 

published.  

 

 The Task Group considered various suggestions that might improve members’ 

understanding of the FMR and support them to know which parts they should focus their 

scrutiny on. Further training might help councillors to improve their ability to identify data 

that suggests issues with financial performance that should be scrutinised. The potential 
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for graphical representation of financial data to make it more accessible was also 

considered.   

 

 Members discussed the timeliness of reviewing FMR reports in Commission. As set out 

above, some meetings of the scrutiny committees had been able to be arranged as close 

as possible to the Cabinet meeting where the FMR is approved but some had not. For 

example, the FMR for quarter 2 of the 2024/25 financial year related to July, August and 

September 2024 however was only due to be considered by the Commission at its 

meeting in January 2025 almost four months later. This meant the Commission was 

reviewing quarter 2 information after the end of quarter 3 (October to December). During 

the process of writing this report following the Task Group’s meetings the calendar of 

council meetings for the 2025/26 municipal year was changed from the current schedule to 

ensure Scrutiny Committee meetings were held closer to the dates when the FMR was 

received by Cabinet. This decision was taken to address the concerns raised above. 

Best Practice 

The Role of Scrutiny 

 The guidance documents referenced at 2.4 and 3.8 onwards referred to the Council’s duty 

to deliver a balanced budget and the duty to deliver best value. Councillors are responsible 

for ensuring that the Council meet its balanced budget and best value duties by subjecting 

the budget and MTFS, and ongoing spend and revenue generation to scrutiny and 

oversight. This applies to every councillor, not just those on scrutiny committees. It was 

suggested that as councils didn’t have the funds to pay for everything they would like to, 

councillors in leadership positions needed to think about their priorities and objectives and 

make sure those were what the budget process was based on. It was the role of scrutiny 

councillors to examine and critically explore the prioritisation and objectives of the 

Executive.  

 

 The guidance suggested that financial scrutiny could take many forms but there were four 

fundemental areas where effective non-executive oversight could add value. The four 

areas were: 

• Reviewing how resources were allocated, 

• Reviewing the integration between financial and service planning, 

• Testing out and making explicit whether the council was directing its resources 

effectively, and 

• Providing challenge to the executive’s management of the council’s finance, and a 

different perspective on challenges.  

 

Councillor Skills 

 The CIPFA guidance provided an overview of the skills required by councillors to carry out 

effective finance scrutiny. It states that councillors did not need to be financial experts, 

however they did need to understand enough about local finances to ask effective 

questions. Councillors should be provided with training in relation to local government 

finance at various stages, including during member induction and frequent workshops 

during which ongoing financial issues are discussed with members (providing important 

background that members could use to examine issues during committee meetings). 
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Reports should also be drafted to limit the use of unnecessary jargon and where possible, 

provide contextual information. 

 

 The LGA’s councillor workbook on finance scrutiny also noted that councillors did not need 

to be financial experts however did state that it was incumbent on councillors to develop a 

reasonable knowledge of the council’s financial standing and to ask questions of cabinet 

members and officers when information was unclear.  

 

A Financial Year in Scrutiny 

 The CIPFA guidance sets out the detailed process a scrutiny function could follow during 

the financial year at key points in the budget setting process. The CfGS summarised this in 

year budget development cycle as follows: 

• Early Summer – Understand needs, review MTFS and assess likely resources, 

• Summer into Autumn – Set priorities, begin developing savings and growth 

proposals (intensive period of activity for Cabinet), 

• Autumn into Winter – publicise proposals, subject them to public debate at scrutiny, 

and refine 

• Late Winter – Formal budget and policy framework approval at full Council.  

 

 Guidance relating to budget scrutiny also highlighted that it was impractical to attempt to 

conduct a comprehensive review of the entire budget due to its size and complexity. As 

such, it was important for scrutiny to prioritise and focus on the responsibility of the 

scrutiny process to add value. It was suggested that scrutiny should focus on the areas 

that align most with the Council’s priorities as the budget should be designed to achieve 

the Council’s priorities. 

  

 The CfGS guidance referred to the process of confining budget scrutiny efforts to formal 

reviews in January or late-year set-piece events as something to avoid. Limiting scrutiny to 

the period at the end of the budget setting process misses the opportunity for scrutiny at 

critical points in the budget setting process such as October and November when detailed 

analysis of financial plans, projections and potential risks should take place. Consideration 

should also be given to how proportionate and useful the scrutiny activity is to the size of 

budgets suggesting that time should be spent effectively. 

 

In-year Monitoring of Council Finances 

 Guidance suggested that in-year monitoring is a fundamental aspect of effective budget 

management and scrutiny. This process involves regular review of financial data 

throughout the fiscal year to ensure that the council’s finances are on track and aligned 

with objectives.  

 

 Quarterly financial monitoring data should be provided to scrutiny members for in-depth 

analysis including detailed information on income, expenditure and any significant 

variances from the budget. These financial reports should be used by councillors to decide 

what matters should be escalated to committee for more detailed consideration (i.e. 

financial reports should inform the work programme setting process). 
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5. Conclusions 
 

 The regular communication of financial information to the Overview and Scrutiny 

Commission and attendance at meetings of senior finance officers and the Cabinet 

Member for Finance and Governance were positive signs that the Council had high regard 

for the importance of finance scrutiny. Participation in the annual budget task group by all 

Cabinet Members and Senior Officers was also an indication of the Council’s commitment 

to effective scrutiny. The undertaking of this task and finish review has reinforced the 

Council’s commitment to the scrutiny process and improving outcomes. Councillors were 

supported to carry out their role by the Scrutiny Team and regular training has been 

provided by finance officers. 

 

 Whilst there was a purpose and demonstrable value in the way the Council had been 

conducting both budget scrutiny and financial monitoring scrutiny to date, Members agreed 

that based on the suggestions within the guidance documents and their own experiences 

there were some limitations with the current approach and areas for improvement. 

 

 In relation to budget scrutiny, Members felt that the Council’s current approach, whilst 

robust, could provide more effective scrutiny of the budget setting process by allowing 

sufficient time for scrutiny councillors to give consideration to the large amount of 

information contained within the Council’s entire budget. To more effectively consider the 

budget setting process, a budget task group should take part in the budget setting process 

at key points throughout the year as the process develops in line with the work officers are 

conducting. This would also allow a better understanding of the implications of financial 

performance during the year, as budgets were adjusted to address variances during the 

year. A budget task group that met several times during the year would also have more 

scope to consider whether budget decisions being developed aligned with the Borough 

Priorities or not. The work of the budget task group should remain focused on holistic 

budget strategy rather than spending time looking into detailed line by line decision making 

which was the remit of finance officers and service managers and the internal finance 

monitoring system. 

 

 In relation to financial monitoring scrutiny, the Task Group understood the limitations of 

only inviting the Director and Assistant Director of Finance to Commission meetings as 

they were not able to answer all questions about individual services without prior notice of 

the questions and it was impractical to invite all finance business partners and senior 

officers to meetings. It was also difficult for members of the Commission to digest all of the 

content of the FMR in the week before the meeting following the publication of the agenda. 

However, the Task Group did acknowledge that the FMR was always available following 

the publication of the relevant Cabinet agenda and members of the Commission could 

receive the FMR then and spend the extra time considering which aspects of the report to 

focus on during the Commission meeting. The Task Group agreed that by identifying 

specific areas of the FMR to focus on prior to a meeting the Commission could request the 

attendance of specific officers at that meeting to be able to provide a detailed response to 

questions.  Indeed, this was the approach taken in previous years and could be 

reintroduced. 
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 A key element to the effectiveness of the finance scrutiny process was the ability of 

councillors taking part in finance scrutiny to understand the information being considered. 

The Task Group agreed that consideration should be given to ways in which the financial 

monitoring reports could be made more accessible, to make it easier for councillors to 

identify areas of the financial performance that needed to be examined/addressed. 

Members agreed that colour coding certain information (e.g. budgets that were overspent) 

or providing graphs to represent the data more visually would be beneficial. Any additional 

work required to produce reports needed to be taken into consideration to decide whether 

it was worthwhile.   

 

 Members also suggested a review of the way training in relation to the Council’s finances 

was provided should take place to ensure it provides the most pertinent information to 

enable councillors to focus on most relevant parts of financial monitoring reports and 

budget documents. Councillors should also be encouraged to seek support if they feel it is 

needed. 

 

 Members understood how budget setting and financial monitoring were interlinked and 

informed each other however it was agreed that the two processes should remain 

separate from a scrutiny perspective due to the purpose of each process and the nature of 

the public reporting. As the budget setting process was conducted in private during the 

year it would not be appropriate for the scrutiny of the budget to take place in a public 

setting like the Overview and Scrutiny Commission’s meetings. However, the quarterly 

financial monitoring reports were public documents which were appropriate to consider at 

Commission meetings. The guidance did not specify a particular vehicle for finance 

scrutiny to take place however Members agreed that the proposed approach would be 

most suitable under the Council’s current scrutiny structure. The Task Group noted that 

continuity between the budget task group and Commission reviewing the FMR would be 

provided by the Scrutiny Team, finance officers and members of the Commission who 

were also on the Budget Task Group would enable the effective sharing of information 

between the two bodies. 

 

 Members acknowledged that resources (i.e. officer time) were currently limited and gave 

consideration to this implication when considering potential changes to the finance scrutiny 

process. As with all scrutiny activity, there was a need to balance the use of resources with 

the added value provided by the scrutiny process. Members believed that the changes to 

the finance scrutiny process proposed in the recommendations fit well with the current 

budget setting and financial monitoring processes.  

 

 Members agreed that it was difficult to predict whether the proposed changes to the 

finance scrutiny process in the recommendations provide a net benefit to the Council, 

although being more aligned with the guidance increased the likelihood of a positive 

outcome. As such, Members agreed that the impact of any changes implemented should 

be monitored for a period of 12 months to enable consideration of any further changes to 

take place. 

 

6. Recommendations  
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 The Task and Finish Group recommends that: 

 

a) The Overview and Scrutiny Commission consider, as part of its annual work 

programme setting, the establishment of a Budget Scrutiny Task Group (with 

agreed Terms of Reference) to meet at key times during the financial year to 

reflect, review and test the forecast and budget process in more detail based on the 

information available at the time.  This would form part of the Work Programme for 

the year and is in addition to the established meeting held in January each year, to 

review and comment on the budget process ahead of approval by Cabinet and 

Council. 

b) The Director of Finance give consideration as to how the presentation of Financial 

Monitoring Reports could be amended to improve accessibility for members. 

c)  The Director of Finance develop a finance training programme to assist members 

in understanding Financial Monitoring Reports. 



Finance Scrutiny Task Group February 2025 
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Rec 

No 

Recommendation Responsible 

Officer 

Agreed Action and Date of Implementation  

 

A The Overview and Scrutiny Commission consider, 

as part of its annual work programme setting, the 

establishment of a Budget Scrutiny Task Group 

(with agreed Terms of Reference) to meet at key 

times during the financial year to reflect, review 

and test the forecast and budget process in more 

detail based on the information available at the 

time.  This would form part of the Work Programme 

for the year and is in addition to the established 

meeting held in January each year, to review and 

comment on the budget process ahead of approval 

by Cabinet and Council. 

  

B The Director of Finance give consideration as to 

how the presentation of Financial Monitoring 

Reports could be amended to improve accessibility 

for members. 

  

C The Director of Finance develop a finance training 

programme to assist members in understanding 

Financial Monitoring Reports. 

  

 

 


