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Dear Caroline, 
 
I would like to thank you and your Audit Scotland colleagues for participating 
in the Public Audit Committee’s recent business planning session. All 
members agreed that your contributions were very valuable in allowing us to 
better understand your role and, indeed, that of the committee. 
 
As we are a new committee with a majority of new MSPs, it is important that 
we quickly get up to speed in our understanding of the ‘audit landscape’ in 
Scotland. To that end, the committee has agreed that I should to write to you 
to explore various issues in more detail. In essence, we want to identify how 
we can best add value in our scrutiny role, by questioning whether current 
arrangements are fully effective. 
 
Our questions are attached below but please feel free to provide any 
additional information that you consider would be useful to the committee. I 
would be grateful for a response by 18 October. 
 
We also discussed some of our working practices at the business planning 
session, particularly how we interact with you and Audit Scotland officials at 
committee meetings. We agreed to maintain, for the foreseeable future at 
least, the practices established by the previous committee.  
 
As there is currently a backlog of your reports for us to consider, we also 
agreed to invite the bodies that have been audited to make a written 
submission in advance of your providing oral evidence. We hope this pilot 
approach will help to inform our decisions about what action to take once we 
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have received your briefings. We also agreed that, should there ever be an 
occasion where you consider there would be little purpose in providing oral 
evidence on a report, you would be welcome to flag this up to us in advance. 
We do not anticipate, however, this eventuality arising very often, if at all.   
 
Finally, I reiterate that we look forward to working closely with you and your 
colleagues throughout this parliamentary session. In particular, I would value 
your ongoing input as to how accountability and scrutiny can be improved so 
that our public bodies provide the best possible service to the people of 
Scotland.  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
Jenny Marra MSP 
Convener 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions from the Public Audit Committee 
 
The Committee would welcome your response to the following points— 
 
We note from our discussions at the business planning session that there are 
some issues in auditing arms-length external organisations. We also 



discussed briefly the audit of charitable/ third sector bodies that may be 
commissioned by public bodies to spend public money. Although not raised at 
the meeting, I understand there is a specific exclusion in the Companies Act 
on public auditing of private companies or groups of companies that contain 
an entity with a dedicated profit-making purpose. 
 

 Given the above, we invite your view on whether there are any 
significant barriers to auditing public money that may be spent by non-
public bodies. If so, it would be useful to understand how this may 
impact on your and the Parliament’s scrutiny of such bodies and the 
extent to which they can be held accountable. In short, are you always 
fully able to ‘follow the public pound’? If not, are there any practical 
changes that would allow for this? 

On a related point we understand that Audit Scotland does not audit all 
Scottish public bodies, namely nationalised industries and limited companies; 
the Scottish Futures Trust; and, universities. That said, we understand that 
you do have some relevant value for money powers over these bodies, while 
universities are not strictly speaking ‘public bodies’. 
 

 We would welcome your view as to whether the arrangements 
summarised above raise any issues for the effective audit and scrutiny 
of the bodies in question. 

The session 4 Public Audit Committee considered what was then the Scotland 
Bill, with a view to understanding the audit and accountability arrangements 
that would be required once the bill was enacted. 
 

 We intend to return to this matter at a later date and would therefore 
welcome a brief update from you on what you consider to be the main 
outstanding issues.  

Some previous public audit committees have noted that there are often 
recurring and generic issues arising from your reports, for example, around IT 
capabilities, availability of performance data, governance arrangements, etc. 
 

 We are considering whether there would be merit in examining such 
generic issues in more detail, for example, in a one-off evidence 
session, and would welcome any views you may have. 

The extent to which the Scottish Parliament should scrutinise the funding and 
performance of local authorities as whole, as a means of helping it to hold the 
Scottish Government to account, has been a long-standing issue. With this in 
mind, we are considering how our understanding of local authorities’ overall 
performance could be improved.  
 
We understand the respective roles and lines of accountability for central and 
local government, but are also aware of the complex and ever-changing 
landscape. For example, we have already considered new integrated joint 
boards, and may well come to discuss such issues as community 
empowerment; new community planning arrangements; and the audit of 



police and fire bodies (which, I understand, would previously have been the 
responsibility of the Accounts Commission). 
 

 Given the above, are there likely to be more joint reports by you and 
the Accounts Commission, which would in turn lead to an increased 
degree of scrutiny by the Public Audit Committee? Purely for 
illustration, and without making any comment on the scope or content 
of the report, we note the Accounts Commission report on social work 
in Scotland, an issue of considerable national importance. Unless we 
requested otherwise, the Public Audit Committee would not receive a 
briefing on such reports.  

 
We understand that financial audits of public sector bodies have a wider 
scope, which reaches beyond financial statements into governance and 
performance. And you have the further power to undertake performance 
audits, which may look at such matters in even greater detail. Both types of 
audit can be used by parliamentary committees in scrutinising the 
performance of public bodies that come within their respective remits. They 
can also help committees to understand the extent to which public bodies are 
contributing to the Scottish Government’s national performance framework. 
  

 Would it be feasible for financial audits to provide even more generic 
performance information, which could help the Parliament to assess 
the outcomes delivered by relevant public bodies?  

Finally, some committee members informally highlighted to you at the meeting 
areas of personal interest to them. If the Committee formally agrees to 
undertake further work on any of these topics we will keep you informed. We 
will also consider the merit of consulting with other committees in order to 
understand whether there are any issues they would like to see reflected in 
future Audit Scotland work programmes. In doing so we would, of course, fully 
respect the independent nature of your post, which does not allow for the 
Parliament to direct your work. 
 


