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Introduction

Chartered Accountants Ulster Society represents some 3,000 Chartered Accountants in industry, practice and in the voluntary and public sectors and is a district Society of Chartered Accountants Ireland, the oldest and largest professional body of Accountants in Ireland. 

We welcome this opportunity to comment on the Draft Local Government (Finance) Bill and we welcome the Department of the Environment’s objective of providing greater freedom to Northern Ireland local authorities in managing their own financial affairs. 
General Comments

We are supportive of the need to modernise the legislative framework in relation to local government finance, particularly with regard to the capital finance system and the introduction of new powers including the power to invest. We realise that this capability will grant local government authorities greater power to deliver a modern and effective public service.
We welcome the removal of the legislative requirement on local government authorities to obtain Departmental approval to borrow money, but we acknowledge that there should be a proper framework in place and that local authorities should have a say in what that framework should be. We approve of the modernisation of legislation for local government finance to reflect modern accounting processes.
Having considered the consultation document, our concern is that much of the detail around implementation such as subordinate regulations, structures and operating procedures are not available at this time. In the absence of this information we find it difficult to determine how effective the proposed changes will be in practice, and whether the framework will be adequate. It is unclear under which circumstances the Department might intervene in a local authority finance issue, and how this might be done.
We would also acknowledge that not all local authorities are at the same level of maturity and same capability in terms of effectively managing an augmented finance function. We do however believe that the Draft Bill may be an important step in improving this capacity within councils and encouraging greater competency in this area.
We would also welcome a framework whereby a regional overview or co-operative approach could be maintained, ie. to take advantage of shared services or to avoid the possibility of a doubling up of resources in nearby areas.

We note that while the Draft Bill does refer to borrowing and credit arrangements, there is no mention of other means of financing such as PFI/PPP, which are likely to be effective vehicles for large capital projects within local authority areas.
Remuneration
We welcome the intention within the Draft Bill to move towards greater openness and transparency in relation to remuneration and support the consolidation of all provision dealing with payments to Councillors into one Act.

Overall Conclusion

Chartered Accountants Ulster Society supports the modernisation of the legislative framework which will shape local government finance, however the lack of detail within the Draft Bill, particularly in the area of regulations and operating procedures makes it very difficult for us to make a full assessment of how the new arrangements will work in practice, and how they might influence the effectiveness of local councils in delivering their services to the public.
Should details of the regulations or operating procedures be made available we would be happy to consult with our members to bring forward a view from the Society.
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