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2. The Auditor General for Scotland's draft work programme: The Committee
will hear from—

Stephen Boyle, Auditor General for Scotland; 
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3. The Auditor General for Scotland's draft work programme: The Committee
will hear further from—
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4. Work programme (in private): The Committee will consider its work
programme.
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(Scotland) Act 2010.
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Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee 

23rd Meeting, 2020 (Session 5), Thursday 29 October 2020 

The Auditor General for Scotland’s draft work programme  

 

Introduction 

1. At its meeting today, the Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee 
will receive a briefing from the Auditor General for Scotland (AGS) on his draft 
work programme. 

2. The draft work programme attached in the Annexe, which is also described as 
a consultation document, sets out: 

• how the AGS intends to build flexibility into the work programme to allow his 
audit work, including joint work with the Accounts Commission, to respond 
quickly to the demands of Covid-19; 
 

• the AGS’s assessment of the key Covid-19 risks facing Scotland’s public 
services; 

 
• key themes for the AGS’s future audit work (e.g. economic recovery and 

growth, the delivery of key policy priorities, governance and accountability); 
 
• areas of audit work to which the AGS is already committed (e.g. health and 

social care, early learning and childcare, education outcomes). 
 

3. The document indicates that the AGS is seeking feedback on the draft work 
programme from the Scottish Parliament and other stakeholders. 

 
Clerks to the Committee 

26 October 2020 
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Consultation on strategic audit priorities and draft longer-term work 
programme 

 

Introduction 

1. The Auditor General for Scotland, working with the Accounts Commission, is committed to ensuring that 
public audit makes a positive contribution to the recovery and renewal of public services. This is more 
important than ever in the context of the unprecedented challenges and uncertainties facing Scotland’s 
public services and public finances as a consequence of the global coronavirus pandemic.   

2. It will be crucial to assess how well public money is being used to rebuild the economy and repair the 
damage to communities caused by Covid-19. Public audit has a key role in reporting on how the virus 
has affected the quality and effectiveness of public services and whether the Scottish Government’s 
investment in its Covid-19 recovery plan delivers a fairer, more just and equal society, with better 
outcomes for Scotland’s people. 

3. A key theme in the Auditor General’s work programme is ensuring that wherever possible audit work 
captures and reflects the needs and concerns of the people who use, and in some cases critically rely 
on, important public services.   

4. This draft work programme sets out how the unique national and local perspective that public audit can 
bring will be used to produce valuable insights into the innovative ways Scotland’s public services are 
responding to Covid-19. In this way audit can contribute to learning across the whole public sector and 
inform thinking as Scotland moves towards recovery and renewal. 

Auditor General for Scotland draft longer-term work programme 

5. This consultation document sets out: 

• how the Auditor General for Scotland (AGS) intends to build flexibility into the work programme 
to allow his audit work, including joint work with the Accounts Commission, to respond quickly to 
the demands of Covid-19  
 

• his assessment of the key Covid-19 risks facing Scotland’s public services (Appendix 1) 
 

• key themes for his future audit work (e.g. economic recovery and growth, the delivery of key 
policy priorities, governance and accountability) (Appendix 2) 
 

• areas of audit work to which the AGS is already committed (e.g. health and social care, early 
learning and childcare, education outcomes) (Appendix 2).  

Consultation on the draft work programme 

6. The purpose of this consultation is to ensure that the AGS’ longer-term work programme considers key 
areas of interest to the Parliament and is focusing on those topics that will add greatest value in 
supporting effective parliamentary scrutiny. The AGS will use the feedback received from Parliament and 
other key stakeholders to refine his longer-term work programme which he anticipates publishing in early 
2021. 
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Covid-19 risks and challenges 
7. Contributing to the recovery and renewal of public services in the context of Covid-19 is an important 

theme informing the longer-term work programme. But the work programme also retains a strong focus 
on other important strategic challenges facing the public sector such as climate change, Brexit and the 
need to reshape Scotland’s health and social care system. 

8. The pandemic highlights the importance of many long-standing issues that the AGS, Accounts 
Commission and Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee (PAPLS) have previously reported 
on, such as good governance, openness and transparency, financial controls and management, and 
effective long-term planning to deliver better outcomes for individuals and communities.  In some areas 
such as financial sustainability and service provision, Covid-19 has exacerbated pre-existing risks and 
challenges.  

9. Different groups in society have been disproportionately affected by the pandemic, the most direct of 
these being the elevated Covid-19 death rates amongst the black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) 
community. But furloughing and the wider economic impacts of Covid-19 on low earners and part-time 
workers, many of whom are women and young people, creates a risk of longer-term negative effects on 
these groups, as seen in previous economic downturns and recessions. This highlights the importance of 
equalities being a key lens through which the quality and effectiveness of public services should and will 
be considered. 

10. A wide range of public bodies have reshaped their operating models very quickly to respond to the 
lockdown. The longer-term work programme will consider how the good practice and innovations 
demonstrated during the pandemic can be shared and embedded across Scotland’s public services. 

11. Appendix 1 provides a strategic overview of some of the key Covid-19 risks and issues which have been 
used to inform the AGS’ longer-term work programme proposals. 

Key themes and priorities for the longer-term work programme 

12. This work programme is taking place in a volatile and uncertain context because of the global pandemic. 
It is very difficult to predict how the next few months and years will unfold. At the same time, other 
changes are continuing. Elections to the Scottish Parliament are planned in May 2021. The potential 
long-term effects of EU withdrawal on Scotland's economy and its public services after 31 December 
2020 remain unclear. The implementation of the wider financial powers devolved to Scotland will 
continue. The pressure and need to respond to climate change will intensify. 

13. In this context, the AGS proposes that the strategic aims of the longer-term work programme should be 
to ensure that: 

• public money is used as effectively and transparently as possible to support economic and social 
response, recovery and renewal following the pandemic 
 

• the public services that affect the lives of the people in Scotland are delivered as effectively as 
possible. In particular, this will focus on inequalities, climate change and the use of the financial 
powers devolved to the Scottish Parliament and to local authorities (through the AGS’ joint work 
with the Accounts Commission for Scotland). 

14. Within this broader context the AGS is proposing to adopt five key themes to frame his future audit work. 

Economic recovery and growth:  how public money is being used to support the 
economy and its response to, and recovery from, Covid-19 

• Public finances including new devolved financial powers  
• Supporting jobs, business and enterprise 
• Skills and training  
• Infrastructure investment and low carbon economy 
• Impact of EU withdrawal 
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Policy priorities:  progress on key policy commitments and public services’ ability to 
deliver on long-term strategic priorities and outcomes 

• Early learning and childcare 
• School education  
• Community empowerment 
• Health and social care integration  
• Community justice  
• Climate change  

Inequalities:  impact of Covid-19 on different groups in society, with a focus on the risk 
of exacerbation of existing inequalities  

• Child poverty  
• Children and young people with additional needs 
• Care experienced children and young people 
• Mental health  
• Social security  
• Digital inclusion  

Innovation and transformation:  how public bodies are learning lessons and innovating 
and transforming public services 

• Digital transformation  
• Service re-design 
• Workforce planning  

Governance and accountability: how public bodies are ensuring proper and effective 
use of public money across the public sector and within individual bodies 

• Fraud risks 
• Effective scrutiny 
• Collaborative leadership 

A flexible and agile work programme 

15. The dynamic and unfolding nature of the Covid-19 pandemic means that our audit work will need to 
remain flexible and agile. This means that our work programme may need to change at short notice as 
new issues emerge, or current risks reduce or increase in significance. 

16. The need for us to respond more quickly to emerging issues and risks means that we will use a range of 
approaches to reporting our audit work, including thematic briefing papers, round table discussions and 
blogs alongside traditional audit reports (overview reports, performance audits, statutory reports arising 
from annual audit reports (section 22 reports)). All of this work can be found on the Audit Scotland Covid-
19 e-hub. 

Feedback from the PAPLS Committee 

17. The AGS is seeking feedback from the Committee on: 

• any additional strategic risks facing Scotland’s public services which the Committee believes 
may require an audit response (Appendix 1) 
 

• the proposed themes which will inform the focus and targeting of the AGS’ future audit work 
(Appendix 2) 
 

• his proposal to adopt a more flexible approach to future reporting to the Committee. 

 
October 2020 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/covid-19
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/covid-19
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Appendix 1: Key Covid-19 risks and issues 
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Appendix 2: Potential areas of future audit activity                     

Economic recovery and growth:  how public money is being used to support the economy and its response to, and recovery 
from, Covid-19 
It is widely anticipated that Covid-19 will have a significant impact on the Scottish economy and public finances. There may be permanent scarring to 
some parts of the economy and increased unemployment seems likely, especially among young people, lower skilled and in certain sectors such as 
tourism, hospitality and retail. This may increase demands for social security. Any reductions in tax take, relative to the rest of the UK, will increase 
longer-term pressures on Scotland’s public finances. 
 
The Scottish Government is investing heavily in measures to mitigate the negative impact of the pandemic and support economic recovery and 
renewal. Audit work on the impact and effectiveness of these investment programmes and related policy interventions will be a central feature of our 
longer-term work programme, alongside audit work on the potential impacts of Brexit across government. 

 
Public finances including new 
devolved financial powers  
 

 
We will continue audit work to keep the overall position of the devolved public finances under review, including 
the operation of the fiscal framework and any significant risks to financial sustainability. This will include 
monitoring and reviewing fiscal developments - such as the publication the Scottish Government’s medium-term 
financial strategy, Scottish Fiscal Commission forecasts alongside the Scottish and UK budgets and considering 
any changes that might flow from the planned review of the fiscal framework. 
 
As part of this work we will track the funding of Covid-19 related public spending and assess its implications for 
Scottish public finances. We will consider the Scottish Government’s arrangements to manage and report on the 
overall financial position. We will look to engage with Scottish Parliament’s committees, including the Finance 
and Constitution Committee, to support their pre-budget scrutiny by drawing on this and other audit work. 
 

 
Supporting jobs, business and 
enterprise 
 

 
Our initial work in this area will focus on key Scottish Government Covid-19 spending decisions. We are 
planning to look at establishing where the money has gone to address the economic downturn associated with 
Covid-19, how it has been managed (including how the risk of fraud has been managed), how public bodies 
(mainly the enterprise bodies and councils but also key arts bodies) have adjusted their activities to support 
affected businesses and individuals and, where possible, what the results have been. As part of this programme 
of work we will be considering how public money has been used to support businesses during the pandemic. 
Local auditor work will be central to this programme of activity.  
 
We are considering audit work on the Scottish Government’s Economic Recovery Plan, which may lead to a 
range of different audit outputs, focusing on different aspects of the Plan. 
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In the longer term, we are considering the scope for outputs which examine: 
• developments to, and delivery of, City Region and Growth Deals, following-up on our previous 

performance audit 
• the introduction and performance of the Scottish National Investment Bank in supporting business 

development 
• support to rail services, including the contribution that rail is making to supporting progress in reducing 

CO2 emissions through modal shift (e.g. reducing road-based cargo shipping). 
 

 
Skills and training  
 

 
Covid-19 has created enormous challenges for Scotland's skills system, with the impact on the labour market 
expected to exacerbate existing skills shortages in key sectors and skills underutilisation. This is over and above 
pre-existing challenges such as demographic change, the potential impact of EU withdrawal, the climate 
emergency and advances in digital innovation. Recent reports by the Advisory Group on Economic Recovery 
and Enterprise and Skills Strategic Board have stressed the importance of aligning skills provision with the 
current and future needs of employers and individuals. It is likely that many more people will need skills support 
as unemployment rises and some sectors continue to be more adversely affected.  
 
Given the central role of the skills sector in supporting economic recovery and growth we are considering 
undertaking audit work in 2021. This work is likely to look across the whole skills system to identify where it is 
working well, where there are opportunities for improvement and how value for money is being assessed.  
  

 
Infrastructure investment and 
low carbon economy 
 

 
We are considering a range of audit outputs over the next two years on the Scottish Government’s Infrastructure 
Investment Plan (IIP) which is currently in draft for consultation but will be finalised in 2021. 
 
Longer term, we are considering audit work on strategic capital investment, which will look at how the IIP is 
being delivered in practice. This is also likely to follow-up on the recommendations made in the January 2020 
AGS/Accounts Commission audit report on Privately Financed Infrastructure Investment. The IIP places 
significant emphasis on the need to tackle climate change and this is likely to be central to future work in this 
area. Further work on tackling climate change will evolve over time (see below). 
 

 
Impact of EU withdrawal 
 

 
The impact of EU withdrawal will become clearer over time and measures to address it are likely to feature in at 
least some of the work set out above. Longer term, we will consider the scope for work which looks at the 
implementation of schemes designed to replace the EU Structural, Social and Agricultural Funds. 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2020/nr_200128_npd_hubs.pdf
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Policy priorities and outcomes: progress on key policy commitments and public services’ ability to deliver on long-term strategic 
priorities and outcomes 
Outcomes from public expenditure are what makes a difference to peoples’ lives. Public audit has an important contribution to make in testing whether 
the Scottish Government’s improvement ambitions in key areas such as education, employment, health and social care integration are actually making 
a difference on the ground. 

Covid-19 has exacerbated pre-existing risks and challenges in areas such as financial sustainability and service provision. The significant negative 
economic consequences of the pandemic may also affect progress towards key national performance framework outcomes (e.g. progress towards 
inclusive growth and tackling inequalities). The impact of this changed context will be reflected in our future audit work.  

 
The NHS in Scotland – overview 
report 

 
The Covid-19 pandemic has created a unique and challenging set of circumstances for the NHS in Scotland. 
Overview reporting will be an important means through which the AGS will assess and report on the ongoing 
impacts of Covid-19 on the health service in Scotland. The Accounts Commission is taking a similar approach in 
its local government overview work. 
 
The NHS overview report, which the AGS intends to publish early in 2021, will consider the NHS’ response to 
Covid-19. Topics likely to feature include:  

• the financial impact of Covid-19 
• governance and risk management arrangements 
• the availability of essential equipment, and  
• innovative practices that NHS boards and partners have adopted that might help transform health and 

social care for the future. 
 

The AGS will follow-up on the impact and early lessons learned from the pandemic as part of the NHS in 
Scotland 2021 report which will be published in winter 2021. 

 
Personal Protective Equipment 
(PPE)  

 
Personal protective equipment (PPE) is vital for preventing and controlling the spread of infection in health and 
care settings. It needs to be readily available, effective and supported by clear guidance covering the 
circumstances of its use. NHS National Services Scotland (NSS) has increased supplies of PPE significantly in 
Scotland during the pandemic. For example, from three million masks per year to 70 million masks since 
1 March 2020. But, it is clear that there are lessons that can be learnt about how the approach to providing PPE 
to key workers has operated in Scotland during the pandemic.   
 
The scope of this audit is still to be determined but we anticipate it will focus on the Scottish Government’s 
arrangements for procuring and distributing PPE to key NHS and social care settings during the pandemic. We 
will liaise with the other UK audit agencies about their work in this area.   
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Early learning and childcare 

 

 
The Scottish Government’s policy of expanding access to publicly funded early learning and childcare (ELC) is 
an important policy commitment aimed at providing early intervention to prevent the impact of the poverty-
related educational attainment gap, which is already apparent in pre-school aged children and persists into later 
life. The policy also has a dual focus on supporting parents to work, train or study, especially those who need 
routes into sustainable employment and out of poverty. 
 
The AGS and Accounts Commission have already reported in February 2018 and March 2020 on the progress 
that the Scottish Government and Councils are making in planning for the expansion to 1,140 hours of funded 
ELC by August 2020. 
 
We are proposing to carry out two further pieces of audit work in our series of audits looking at the Scottish 
Government’s expansion of funded early years provision. Initially we plan a short audit looking at whether the 
expansion was delivered as planned and how much it cost. The timing of this work will be dependent upon the 
new timetable for delivering 1,140 hours which has been paused as a consequence of the impact of Covid-19 on 
councils’ ability to deliver their original expansion plans. 
 
In the longer term we will undertake a further audit on the impact of the expansion. This is likely to focus on 
assessing whether the significant investment being made in expanding publicly funded ELC has delivered 
improved outcomes, helped reduce the poverty-related attainment gap and made a difference in supporting 
parents and carers to work, train or study. 
 

 
School education  
 

 

The National Performance Framework sets out 11 long-term outcomes for wellbeing. School education has a 
key role in contributing to these outcomes. The Scottish Government and local government have set out in a 
joint agreement that “improving the education and life chances of our children and young people is the defining 
mission of our Scottish education system. Our shared ambition is to close the unacceptable gap in attainment 
between our least and most disadvantaged children and to raise attainment for all”.   
 
The AGS and the Accounts Commission are planning to publish a report on school education outcomes in 
spring 2021 which will draw on the education outcomes audit work that we carried out in 2019/20, but which was 
not published because of the impact of Covid-19. The audit will also consider how effectively the Scottish 
Government, councils and their partners have worked together to address pupils’ immediate needs during the 
pandemic and how they are planning to remedy the potential longer-term damage to pupils’ learning and well-
being, including the likely impact of Covid-19 on the poverty-related attainment gap. We anticipate that the report 
will set out the key opportunities and challenges facing education in Scotland and will be used to inform our 
longer-term plans for future education-related audit work. 
 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_180215_early_learning.pdf
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/early-learning-and-childcare-follow-up
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/improving-outcomes-for-young-people-through-school-education
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Health and social care 
integration  
 

 
The Scottish Government policy of health and social care integration through the creation of Integration 
Authorities (IAs) to strategically commission and oversee local health and social services has been one of the 
most significant pieces of public service reform (alongside police and fire reform) of the last decade. For that 
reason, we have been undertaking a series of audits in this area over recent years. 
 
Our initial report on Health and Social Care Integration was published in December 2015. Our report on 
Changing Models of Health and Social Care was published in March 2016. That audit was followed in November 
2018 by the Health and Social Care Integration: update on progress report. At that time, we reported that the 
shift to new models of care was not happening fast enough to meet the growing need. The Scottish Government 
needed to provide stronger leadership and NHS boards and councils, working with integration authorities, had to 
do more to facilitate change.  
 
Even before the global pandemic the challenges facing health and social care integration as a consequence of 
service demand and financial pressures were significant and there were significant doubts about whether the 
2020 Healthcare Vision for Scotland would be achieved. Covid-19 is likely to have exacerbated many pre-
existing challenges facing IAs and reinforces the need for fresh thinking to deliver the radical transformational 
change required to meet the scale of these challenges. 
 
We are planning further work on health and social care integration which is likely to revisit many of the themes of 
our earlier reports (e.g. leadership, strategic planning and change management, financial sustainability, quality 
and outcomes) but in the new context of the impact of Covid-19. 
 
Work is also currently planned on social care sustainability. This work will need to reflect the findings of the 
ongoing Scottish Government independent review of adult social care, and other major policy developments in 
this area. Our work is likely to focus on issues of financial sustainability and the quality and effectiveness of local 
strategic commissioning and social care market management. 
 

 
Community Empowerment 

 

 
Empowering communities is a national priority for the Scottish Government. It is an important part of public 
service reform, focusing attention on reducing disadvantage and inequality and improving outcomes for 
communities.  Covid-19 makes the significance of effective community empowerment more important than ever 
before.  
 
The Strategic Scrutiny Group’s 2019 report Principles for Community Empowerment provided an overview of 
some of the key issues and challenges facing public bodies and their partners as they seek to take forward this 
important but challenging and difficult work. 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2015/nr_151203_health_socialcare.pdf
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2016/nr_160310_changing_models_care.pdf
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_181115_health_socialcare_update.pdf
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/principles-for-community-empowerment
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Audit Scotland is liaising with its Community Empowerment Advisory Group (CEAG) and working with the 
Accounts Commission to develop a programme of work on community empowerment.  Areas of work that are 
being considered include: 

• how Covid-19 funding for communities has supported effective community-based responses to the 
pandemic 

• capacity and skills - capacity within councils and partner bodies for community empowerment and 
Community Learning and Development (funding, staff, skills, focus and priority) 

• community empowerment governance and accountability - how communities hold public bodies to 
account, governance for communities responsible for budgets or assets 

• improved outcomes - how local outcome improvement plans (LOIPs) and locality planning are 
supporting improved National Performance Framework (NPF) outcomes 

• impact - case study work on what difference the Community Empowerment Act and other activities are 
having on the ground in communities. 
 

 
Community Justice 
 

 
Shifting the balance of justice, from prison sentences to more community-based sentences, has long been an 
ambition of the Scottish Government. But, as last year’s statutory report by the AGS on the Scottish Prison 
Service indicated, prisoner numbers are rising. At the same time, the number of community sentences has been 
falling. 
  
The reform of community justice in 2016 (when Community Justice Scotland replaced Community Justice 
Authorities; and a new strategy and performance framework for community justice was launched) was intended 
to accelerate change. Audit Scotland’s 2012 report Reducing reoffending in Scotland highlighted the lack of 
available data to assess performance in community justice. Community Justice Scotland has recently noted (in 
its Outcome Activity Report in March 2020) that data limitations mean it is not able to provide a definitive 
assessment of progress against the national outcomes for Scotland. 
  
Local community justice partnerships have been responsible for planning and delivering services since the 
reforms. Our analysis of community justice data indicates that there is variation in the volume and type of 
community justice disposals. We are doing further work to better understand the factors behind this variation to 
inform our consideration of whether further audit work on the apparent lack of progress in shifting the balance of 
justice by community justice partnerships as envisioned by the reforms would be of value. 
 
 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/the-201819-audit-of-the-scottish-prison-service
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/the-201819-audit-of-the-scottish-prison-service
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/reducing-reoffending-in-scotland
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Courts backlogs 

 
Covid-19 has greatly exacerbated existing backlogs in the courts system. The Scottish Government is working 
with key stakeholders and has already used innovation in digital and remote working to recover operational 
capacity. However, as the Justice Committee’s recent report highlights, the backlogs could take years to clear, 
and both the Scottish Government and other stakeholders will face some difficult choices and decisions in the 
coming months.  
 
Responding to the backlog will require careful coordination, as any increase in the capacity and throughput of 
the courts is likely to have implications for other parts of the justice system, including prisons and community 
justice. Given existing activity in this area, we are continuing to monitor developments closely. 
 

 
Climate change 

 
We are planning to prepare a climate change briefing by the end of December 2020 which will identify the scope 
for further work which looks at how well the public sector is adapting to existing climate change e.g. flood 
protection and waste management, and preventing further climate change e.g. emission reductions. Climate 
change is a cross-cutting area and is also likely to feature in other work e.g. infrastructure investment and 
developing a new, green-based, economy. 
 

https://www.parliament.scot/newsandmediacentre/116165.aspx
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Inequalities:  impact of Covid-19 on different groups in society, with a focus on the risk of exacerbation of existing inequalities  
 
Different groups in society have been disproportionately affected by the pandemic, the most direct of these being the elevated Covid-19 death rates 
amongst the BAME community. But furloughing and the wider economic impacts of Covid-19 on low earners and part-time workers, many of whom are 
women and younger people, creates a risk of longer-term negative effects on these groups, as seen in previous economic downturns and recessions.  
This highlights the importance of equalities being a key lens through which to consider future audit work. 

 
Child poverty  
 

 
Prior to the impact of Covid-19, around one in four children in Scotland were living in poverty. This is likely to 
have increased as a result of the pandemic. In addition, children who were already living in poverty are likely to 
be more badly affected. Children living in poverty are likely to experience a range of negative impacts. The Child 
Poverty (Scotland) Act 2017 places a duty on Scottish Ministers to reduce four income-related measures of child 
poverty by 2030/31, with interim targets for 2023/24.  The Covid-19 crisis has exacerbated the challenge of 
reducing inequalities and reducing child poverty and is likely to have a significant impact on the Scottish 
Government’s ability to meet its child poverty targets. 
 
We are considering carrying out audit work to look at the progress made in achieving these targets including 
looking at any new the plans and actions the Scottish Government is putting in place with local government and 
their partners to mitigate the new risks in this area created by Covid-19.  
 

 
Children and young people with 
additional support needs 
 

 
Around a third of school pupils are recorded as having at least one additional support need. Available data on 
outcomes from school education shows a significant gap in attainment and positive destinations between 
children with additional support needs and all children. However, data on wider outcomes is not available to 
better understand the impact of education and other services on outcomes for young people with additional 
support needs. The independent review of the implementation of the additional support for learning legislation, 
published in June 2020, identified a number of areas for improvement. Outcomes for pupils with additional 
support needs are likely to have been negatively impacted by the closure of schools due to Covid-19.  
 
We are currently monitoring the Scottish Government’s response to the independent review and considering 
carrying out audit work to consider the effectiveness of actions by Scottish Government, local government, 
schools and the further education, higher education and skills sectors, including spending, to improve outcomes 
for these young people and to mitigate the impact of Covid-19. This would build on our school education 
outcomes audit and could also look at transitions from school for these young people.  
 

https://www.gov.scot/groups/additional-support-for-learning-review/
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Care experienced children and 
young people 
 

 
Care experienced children and young people are at risk of poorer outcomes in the short and longer term. The 
Independent Care Review published its reports in February 2020, following a three-year root and branch review 
that included hearing from over 2,000 care experienced children and adults. The reports make a wide range of 
recommendations for public bodies and set out a new approach for Scotland. In May 2020, the Scottish 
Government announced that it had established an Independent Oversight Board to progress the 
recommendations. 
 
We are monitoring how public bodies have responded to the Independent Care Review to improve outcomes, 
and how they are addressing the impact of Covid-19 and considering the potential value of carrying out audit 
work on the response and impact.   
 

 
Mental health  
 

 
In 2018 we reported on Children and young people’s mental health and made a commitment to a longer-term 
programme of audits on mental health related issues. 
 
The impact of Covid-19 on the nation’s mental health and mental health services cannot be underestimated. It is 
widely accepted that the concurrently economic, social and health impacts of Covid-19 will have a compounding 
effect on many groups in society storing up future vulnerabilities which will play out over the much longer term.  
The immediate and longer-term psychological impacts will be far reaching and are likely to lead to a 
deterioration of mental health – particularly affecting women, young people, families with young children, those 
facing financial problems, people with existing mental health issues, disabled people and the shielding group. 
 
We are currently considering how best to reflect this significant long-term challenge in our work programme.  
Options include:  

• national overview work looking at the strategic planning by the Scottish Government and its partners to 
mitigate the potential negative mental health impacts of Covid-19 

• specific client-group work (e.g. adult mental health services, women, young people), or 
• some combination of the above. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

https://www.carereview.scot/
https://www.carereview.scot/
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Social security  
 

 
The Scottish Government is now accountable for approximately £3.5 billion of social security expenditure. This 
expenditure will be a significant, demand-led, element of the Scottish budget which will need to be managed 
alongside other priorities. Successful implementation and delivery of the new social security powers will be 
crucial to peoples’ experience of the Scottish social security system and the government’s achievement of its 
wider policy aims. We are planning audit work that will focus on the progress the Scottish Government has 
made in delivering devolved social security benefits and responding to our previous recommendations. It will 
assess the impact of Covid-19 on the Scottish Government’s benefits programme, including revised delivery 
plans and capacity for future delivery. 
 
Longer term, we will continue to monitor the transfer of social security powers to Scotland with a view to 
considering, how this informs other audit areas, such as child poverty and inequalities, and whether any further 
outputs should be produced in this area. 

 
Digital inclusion  
 

 
The recent Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted that whilst digital can break down barriers and reach more 
people, it also excludes people. Some citizens and communities still experience difficulties in using digital public 
services because they cannot afford or access the right equipment, or do not have the right connectivity. 
 
Digital inclusion/exclusion will feature in the Accounts Commission’s audit report on Digital in Local Government 
which will publish in January 2021.  
 
The Scottish Government started a consultation on its refreshed Digital Strategy (a joint strategy with COSLA) in 
October 2020. This sets out an ambition that “no one is left behind”. We will monitor progress with this 
consultation and consider the actions set out in the finalized strategy. This will help determine the type and 
timing of our work in this area.  
 
We are considering audit work looking at digital inclusion/exclusion and connectivity and how this is being 
addressed/progressed. We are also considering adopting a more thematic approach of considering digital 
issues in other pieces of work. For example, in our forthcoming audit on Education Outcomes which will include 
consideration of how new technology was used to support leaning during lockdown.  
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Innovation and transformation:  how public bodies are learning lessons and innovating and transforming public services 
 
A wide range of public bodies have reshaped their operating models very quickly to enable them to deliver the key public services that many people 
depend on. Changes and developments previously considered impossible or laborious such as longer-term plans to introduce homeworking were 
achieved within days by many public bodies.   

Considering how the good practice and innovations demonstrated during the pandemic are being reflected and embedded in new models of public 
service delivery will be a key theme across the future work programme alongside audit work on wider public service reform programmes.  

 
Digital transformation  
 

 
The recent Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted how vital role digital now plays in delivering public services. In 
some respects, this has been a catalyst for change. 
 
We are planning a series of reports in this area building on our earlier work looking at digital across government 
(Digital principles, Enabling digital government, Digital in Local Government (due January 2021) as well as 
reports on individual ICT/digital programmes. 
 
The Scottish Government started a consultation on its refreshed Digital Strategy (a joint strategy with COSLA) in 
October 2020. And it is also refreshing its Health and Care digital strategy. We will monitor progress with this 
consultation and consider the actions set out in the finalised strategy alongside progress with other sector digital 
strategies. This will help determine the type and timing of our work in this area.  
 
Potential areas we are considering for future audit work include: 

• progress against digital strategies  
• digital exclusion and connectivity (see digital inclusion in section above) 
• data transformation and data ethics. This could include the how data is being used, and the use of 

Artificial Intelligence and algorithms 
• innovation and collaboration - how effectively are public bodies innovating and collaborating? 

 

 
Service re-design 
 

 
A wide range of public bodies have focused their operating models to respond to the lockdown and continued to 
deliver the key public services that people depend on. The pace and range of service change seen during the 
pandemic has been unprecedented. It is widely recognised that challenges lie ahead in embedding new models 
of service delivery in a sustainable way, and that reverting to ‘business as usual’ will not be possible given the 
scale of ongoing challenges caused by the global pandemic. No-one yet knows what the future models of public 
service delivery that are needed will look like, but it’s clear that major service redesign will be needed. 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/principles-for-a-digital-future
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/enabling-digital-government
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Previous audit reports on Enabling Digital Government (June 2019), the Accounts Commission’s Local 
Government Overview 2020 and Digital in Local Government (due to publish January 2021) have all highlighted 
the need for a collaborative, whole system approach to design services around users and deliver better 
outcomes for citizens and communities. This will need collaborative leadership to break down barriers, and new 
skills to do proper user research and service design. 
 
Service redesign is unlikely to lend itself to being an audit in its own right. Instead, we are thinking of treating it 
as a theme to be woven through all of our audit work at both national and local level.  
 

 
Workforce planning  
 

 
We have highlighted the need for improved workforce planning across all sectors for a number of years. It 
consistently features as an issue in Local Government Overview, NHS Overview and Scottish 
Government/Scotland Act reports. 
 
This is even more critical as part of post-Covid-19 recovery planning. There will be a need to reassess 
workforce plans, factoring in retraining and redeployment as the new ways of working developed during the 
pandemic become embedded. Different skills may now be needed sooner than planned with the roll out of new 
technology and processes. Productivity levels may also have been impacted. 
 
We will continue to monitor and comment on this area as a key theme across all of our audit work (including 
financial audit). Key areas of future focus for this work are likely to include our planned future audit work on 
skills planning and investment, education work (e.g. teacher workforce planning), NHS and social care related 
audit work, and future work on the expansion of publicly funded early learning and childcare. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/enabling-digital-government
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/local-government-in-scotland-overview-2020
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/local-government-in-scotland-overview-2020
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/local-government-in-scotland-overview-2020
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/nhs-in-scotland-2019
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/reports/e-hubs/financial-devolution-in-scotland-the-journey-so-far
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Governance and accountability: how public bodies are ensuring proper and effective use of public money across the public 
sector and within individual bodies 
The pandemic highlights the importance of many long-standing issues of audit interest such as good governance, openness and transparency, 
financial controls and management. These will continue to lie at the heart of our core annual audit work in public bodies across the public sector. Our 
local and national audit work will also consider how governance and accountability arrangements are responding to the new and emerging risks and 
issues arising from the impact of the Covid-19 global pandemic. 
 

 
Fraud risks 

 

 
Covid-19 has brought significant challenges across the public sector as bodies seek to continue to deliver 
services for individuals, communities and businesses in an extremely difficult time. This includes additional fraud 
risks that will be important for public bodies to identify and manage. 
 
Audit Scotland, working with local auditors and other partners, undertakes a range of counter-fraud activity, 
including: reporting on significant fraud and irregularity identified by auditors during their annual audit work in 
Scotland’s public bodies; directing audit work to cover specific fraud-related issues (e.g. procurement fraud), 
with outcomes and improvement actions highlighted in annual audit reports; co-ordinating and reporting on the 
National Fraud Initiative in Scotland; producing briefings to help identify and prevent fraud (e.g. Covid-19 – 
Emerging fraud risks and Procurement in the public sector – how red flags can help us stop and consider fraud); 
liaising with other organisations such as Police Scotland and NHSScotland Counter Fraud Services; and 
speaking at conferences and similar events about our counter-fraud activity. Our counter-fraud work is 
highlighted in the counter-fraud hub on our website. 
 
Appointed auditors will be asked to place a particular focus on fraud risks as part of their audits of the 2020/21 
accounts of public bodies as a consequence of Covid-19. We will also continue to look for opportunities to raise 
awareness and report in a variety of ways on fraud across the Scottish public sector. 
 

 
Effective scrutiny 

 

 
The pace and scale of change required in response to the pandemic has been unprecedented, and changes in 
governance arrangements have been needed in many public bodies. This may mean that there has been less 
opportunity for scrutiny and due diligence as public bodies respond rapidly to the challenges arising from Covid-
19. For example, urgent procurement decisions and changes to delegated authority arrangements may have 
impacted on the level of scrutiny. 
 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/the-national-fraud-initiative-in-scotland-201819
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2020/briefing_200723_covid.pdf
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2020/briefing_200723_covid.pdf
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/um/fraud_red_flags_procurement.pdf
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/our-work/counter-fraud
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Public-sector staff are working under extreme pressure as a consequence of the scale and pace of change 
created by the pandemic and the need to respond rapidly to unfolding events. This may mean that some internal 
controls are suspended or relaxed. 
 
There may also be a change in the risk appetite during the pandemic to allow for services to operate effectively 
and respond to issues in a timely manner. Some changes may be significant therefore officers and audit and 
risk committee members need to consider how sustainable these changes will be in the longer term. 
 
We have already issued early guidance to  audit and risk committees on how to safeguard good governance 
and exercise effective scrutiny during the Covid-19 pandemic. We will continue to issue further guidance in this 
area as the longer-term governance implications of Covid-19 become clearer. 
 
All appointed auditors will report routinely on the effectiveness of the governance arrangements within the public 
bodies that they audit. Any significant governance concerns arising from their work will be reported to the Public 
Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee of the Scottish Parliament by the AGS through his Section 22 
reporting powers. Any governance concerns in local government bodies would be reported to the Accounts 
Commission by the Controller of Audit. 
 

 
Collaborative leadership 
 

 
The importance of effective collaborative leadership has long been well understood across the Scottish public 
sector. The Christie Commission report stressed the need for shared leadership and collaboration to improve 
public services and deliver better outcomes and partnership and collaboration are fundamental building blocks 
of the ‘Scottish approach’ to public service reform. 
 
The response to Covid-19 has shone a spotlight on some of the strengths of the Scottish public sector, including 
its ability to adapt and change quickly when necessary and the way partners can pull together when presented 
with an urgent shared challenge. But this needs to be seen alongside longstanding concerns about the extent to 
which the types of collaborative and shared leadership required to deliver long-term transformational change are 
yet consistently being demonstrated across Scotland’s public services. 
 
The leadership challenges created by the Covid-19 pandemic are of a scale never experienced in the lifetimes 
of most people working in the Scottish public sector. We will ensure that our audit work captures and comments 
on the leadership successes moving forward and helps lessons to be learnt from the challenges and problems 
that will inevitably be experienced as Scotland moves from response to recovery and renewal.  
 
 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/covid-19-guide-for-audit-and-risk-committees
https://www.gov.scot/publications/commission-future-delivery-public-services/


19 | P a g e  
 

 
Following the pandemic pound 

 

 
Given the national and local dimension to the allocation of funding to support businesses, the AGS and the 
Accounts Commission will be adopting a co-ordinated ‘following the pandemic public pound’ approach to our 
work in this area. This will allow us to track expenditure through central and local government bodies and enable 
us to form a view on how effectively the overall system of Covid-19 related business support has operated in 
Scotland. Local auditor work across a range of national and local bodies will be central to this with local annual 
audit reports (AARs) providing a key evidence base and source of assurance about how public money is being 
spent in response to the pandemic. 
 
We will report the findings of this work in a range of different ways. This is likely to include reporting on Scottish 
Government Covid-19 spending decisions through the annual Section 22 report to PAPLS on the Scottish 
Government’s Consolidated Accounts; thematically in NHS and local government overview reports and through 
other outputs such as briefing papers highlighting significant issues arising from Scottish Government, central 
government bodies or local government responses to the pandemic.  
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