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ANNUAL AUDIT AND INSPECTION LETTER 


1 SUMMARY 

1.1 This report introduces the Annual Audit and Inspection letter, produced by the 
Audit Commission, which was considered by the Audit Committee on 10th 

April 2007. 

1.2 Following on from the discussions at that Committee and further consideration 
at the CPA Improvement Board, chaired by the Relationship Manager, and 
attended by the Leader, Deputy Leader and Chief Executive, the letter is 
brought to this first Executive Board meeting for Members discussion and 
decisions particularly around the key messages in the report and the areas of 
weakness to be addressed. 

2 INTRODUCTION 

2.1 Under revised procedures, the Audit Commission, through the auspices of the 
Council’s Relationship manager, Mr Ian Davidson, working with and 
incorporating the comments from the Council’s external auditors, PKF, has 
produced an assessment report on the Council performance over the past 
year. This is now called the Annual Audit and Inspection letter. The letter 
relates to the work the Council has undertaken primarily throughout the past 
year. 

2.2 The letter draws on the findings and conclusions from the audit of the Council 
for 2005/2006 and from any inspections that have been undertaken in the last 
year. The letter includes a review of how well the Council has progressed 
(Direction of Travel report) and the external auditor’s assessment of how well 
the Council has managed its finances (the Use of Resources scores). These 
latter components are an important feed into any future decision regarding the 
potential for a reassessment of the Council’s Comprehensive Performance 
Assessment (CPA) category. 

2.3 The letter is addressed particularly to Councillors, but is also available as a 
public document for stakeholders, including members of the community 
served b y the Council.  

2.4 A copy of the letter is attached as Appendix 1 whilst the relevant minute of the 
Audit Committee is included as Appendix 2. 

3 DETAILED CONSIDERATIONS 

3.1 The main messages for the Council included in the report are:-

(1) Rochford District Council is putting in place the necessary building blocks 
to improve services. Performance is mixed but there is improvement in 
some key services. Some key front line services are improving, such as 
the Benefit service which is now more accessible and claims are 
processed more quickly and accurately. An effective partnership to 
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deliver leisure services is already resulting in improvements to local 
people with usage of facilities increasing well. The impact of investment 
in other key services such as development control and environmental 
services has yet to be fully realised. 

(2)	 The Council does not have a clear vision for the district or how it links to 
wider agendas such as the Thames Gateway Project. Divisional plans 
are being developed for the first time and performance management 
arrangements, although improving, have yet to be embedded. Capacity 
is improving. Internally, a focus on human resource management and 
the implementation of a restructure is improving focus and efficiency. In 
addition, the benefits of partnership working are also improving capacity 
although some aspects of delivery by partners need to be more robustly 
managed. The Council faces some significant issues not least those 
arising from the vote by tenants in support of a transfer of the housing 
stock to a Housing Association Partner and the delivery of efficiency 
savings. 

3.2	 The key messages arising out of the report are that the Council needs to 
focus its activities over the coming year on the following main strands:-

o	 Development of a clearer vision for the district, which is underpinned by 
measurable priorities. 

o	 Consolidation and continuation of its focus around performance 
management to sustain service improvement. 

o	 Development of arrangements for value for money including cost to 
performance analysis and effective benchmarking. 

o	 Further development of its approach to diversity, consultation and 
engagement with marginalised and vulnerable groups 

3.3	 The Audit Committee have already agreed to receive quarterly reports as to 
progress against each of these four areas.  However, it is timely for the 
Executive Board at its first meeting to look at these matters in detail and to 
agree what more, if anything, needs to be done. Turning to each of the four 
issues outlined in 3.2 in turn, it would appear that it is not so much that the 
Council has not got a “headline” vision as such – “to be the place of choice in 
the County to live, work and visit” and in the context of Thames Gateway 
South Essex, to be seen as the “green part” of the Gateway – it appears to be 
more about the consistency of interpretation around these statements and 
what they actually mean. What, for example, are the top six to a dozen 
priorities (measurable) in achieving our vision – what underpins the top line 
statements to ensure delivery?  To paraphrase the comments of inspectors 
“how will we know when we get there? How will we know we are making 
progress?” 
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3.4	 Work is currently underway on updating our Corporate Plan for approval by 
Council at the end of this month to reflect the Council’s 2007/2008 agreed 5 
year budget strategy and our priorities for this year. In what will be a revised 
format, it will hopefully provide some further clarity with regard to short to 
medium term deliverables. 

3.5	 However, the key mechanisms to deliver wha t the Commission seek rest with 
the Local Development Framework process, which is in the Council’s own 
hands, and work around a revised new Sustainable Community Strategy for 
the District, which will need to be undertaken with key partners through the 
mechanism of the Local Strategic Partnership, which is currently chaired by 
the Leader. It is important that members take full advantage of the production 
of both these key strategic documents to ensure the Council’s vision is 
delivered and that the main elements that constitute the vision are clearly 
spelled out. 

3.6	 As to the work around performance management, that is ongoing and the 
Executive Board will receive quarterly reports covering progress and 
performance on the key work areas and headline projects. It is important that 
we continue to demonstrate an active management rather than a passive 
style and are able to show where a difference has been made. As the Audit 
letter says, against the basket of key indicators, the Council’s service 
performance continues to improve.  The Council’s improvement is above 
average for that of Districts but it is important that we continue to try and 
maintain or improve our position, although clearly over time that will become 
more difficult. 

3.7	 Arrangements to develop our understanding around Value for Money are 
developing and it will be particularly important this year within the budget 
making process to demonstrate application of the emerging methodology and 
the Council’s understanding around this. 

3.8	 Lastly, the issues around access and consultation with marginalised and 
vulnerable groups is being addressed through the ongoing work around 
access to services. It is important for the Council to ensure that we regularly 
review our service provision in this respect and that, in a ny service 
developments or changes in provision, the Authority is able to demonstrate 
that it has “engaged” with its citizens, including those from marginalised and 
vulnerable groups. 

4	 RECOMMENDATIONS 

4.1	 That the Executive Board, in the light of the conclusions of Annual Audit letter, 
determine whether any additional actions are required at this stage to address 
the issues raised. 
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Paul Warren 

Chief Executive 

Background Papers:-

None 

For further information please contact Paul Warren on:-

Tel:- 01702 318 199 
E-Mail:- paul.warren@rochford.gov.uk 

I If you would like this report in large print, braille or another language please contact 
01702 546366. 
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