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Recommendations

That the Committee notes the accounts progress and findings to
date.
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Executive Summary

This report updates the Committee on the preparation of the draft 2023/24 Statement of
Accounts which is nearing completion, and the status of the previous two years’ accounts
which are currently unaudited.

This should be considered alongside the External Auditor's draft Audit Plan reported
elsewhere on tonight’s agenda.

It is notable that in future the accounts will need to be signed off by Full Council, but the
Audit and Governance Committee will continue to play a pivotal role in their scrutiny and
debate.

Progress on 2023/24 Accounts preparation

Following an intensive period of bringing prior year statement of accounts back up to date,
with last year’'s 2022/23 draft accounts being published in February 2024, the Council’s
Finance Team was able to focus more activity on closing the management accounts for
2023/24 against a revised and much shortened closedown timetable.

All the accounting entries have been completed in the finance ledger, and most of the
working papers have now been prepared.

The remaining work concerns the preparation of group accounts by consolidating the
accounts of the Council’s three wholly owned companies, Brighter Futures for Children,
Reading Transport Ltd, and Homes for Reading and then preparing respective Cash Flow
Statements.

The Council intends to publish the draft 2023/24 Statement of Accounts by the end of
August.

There have been a number of challenges but also improvements to the process this year.
Moving to a new finance system has brought with it some reporting solutions to help but
has also meant staff undertaking some new processes for the first time.
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Although we have closed the management accounts much faster than in previous years
which is an improvement, there remains further work to do on our data collection and
processes to ensure we can meet a timetable that enables publication within statutory
deadlines.

The final accounts team, which relies significantly on external resources, faced an
additional challenge of reduced staffing resources with limited ability to replenish due to
a lack of available temporary staff to cover.

Looking forward, the Council is in the process of filling permanently the remaining vacancy
within the team and has just secured temporary experienced resources to provide cover
in the interim and ensure we are prepared for the start of the audit process.

2021/22 and 2022/23 Draft Accounts (Published)

The Committee will be aware that both the 2021/22 and 2022/23 draft statements of
accounts are published on the Council’'s website. No external audit fieldwork has started
for these years or is planned to be started.

It is the responsibility of the Council’s previous auditors EY to provide an opinion on these
accounts, and feedback received to date indicates that both sets of accounts will have
disclaimed opinions.

National Position — Publication and audit opinion backlog

Many English councils have backlogs in receiving their external audit opinions. It was
hoped that the sector could resolve, or at the very least significantly improve the situation
over the last 6 months or so however this has not been the case.

The historic backlog means that many councils find it difficult to either complete their draft
accounts on time and/or have them audited in a timely manner. This remains an issue
despite robust financial reporting and planning arrangements and well resourced, skilled
council finance teams.

The following table is provided by an independent local government finance specialist,
showing the results from a status tracker for councils that published draft 2023/24
accounts by the 31 May deadline.

Table 1. Accounts Status by Type of Authority

JOLGImprove 2023/24 Published Accounts Tracker

Percentage Same
Published Total Published pointlast

ILB 8 12 67% 8 (67%)

OLB 12 20 60% 5 (25%)

Met 25 36 69% 19 (53%)
Unitary 32 62 52% 32 (55%)
County 18 21 86% 16 (67%)
Upper Tier 95 151 63% 80(53%)
Districts 84 164 51% 71 (43%)
Total England 179 315 57% 151 (48%)

Information as at 30 June 2024.
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Delays in publishing draft accounts will likely make matters worse, with a lack of timely
audit opinions being named by many authorities as a significant contributor.

The national election has meant the Government has not been able to implement the
necessary legislation to enable a phased set of backstop dates by which outstanding audit
opinions would be given.

As a result of this, CIPFA have just announced they are revising their approach to focus
instead on longer term improvements in local authority financial statements and reporting,
utilising a revitalised Better Reporting Group.

It is not yet clear how this will work or whether revised set of backstop dates could be
implemented in the future.

We await developments, and in the meantime will continue to work with both EY and
KPMG as soon as a solution or approach becomes actionable.

Value For Money assessment - 2021/22 and 2021/22 - EY

Separate from the requirement to provide an audit opinion, EY will complete a Value for
Money Assessment for both 2020/21 and 2021/22. The Council has been providing
information to support this process since the beginning of 2024 and EY have confirmed
their reports are nearing completion.

It is expected that the final assessments can be presented to this committee in September
2024.

Final EY Auditor’s Annual Report 2020/21 Accounts
Committee will have seen previous versions of this report during the audit process for the
2020/21 Statement of Accounts which were approved and signed off under delegation in

April 2024.

The final version of the External Auditor's report is included as an appendix for
completeness.

Contribution to Strategic Aims

The external audit process includes the approval of the annual Statement of Accounts
results and the publication of accurate, transparent financial information which gives a
true and fair view of Reading Borough Council’'s economic performance and financial
stability.

Environmental and Climate Implications

None arising.

Community Engagement

The Public Inspection period has concluded and there are no implications to report.
Equality Implications

No equalities impact implications have been identified as arising from this report.

Other Relevant Considerations

There are none.
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Legal Implications

12.1. Part Five of the Accounts and Audit Regulations 2015 requires authorities to allow the
public to inspect the accounts for a single period of 30 working days and stipulates that
this must include the first 10 working days of June of the financial year immediately
following the financial year to which the accounts relate. The Council was unable to
comply with this requirement in respect of the financial years 2017/18 to 2023/24 as the
accounts were not ready for inspection.

13. Financial Implications

13.1. The audit fees will be reported in due course.

14. Timetable for Implementation

14.1. Not applicable

15. Background Papers

15.1. There are none.

Appendices

1.

Reading Borough Council Auditor's Annual Report Year ended 31 March 2021 (April
2024)



