
 

 

Centre for Public Scrutiny – Budget Scrutiny Briefing for 
BCP Council 

 

Background  

1. BCP Overview and Scrutiny Board is preparing to engage in the Council’s budget 

and medium-term financial strategy to provide effective, objective and analytical 

challenge of Cabinet’s proposals. The Council’s budget setting and MTFP update 

is a crucial part of the Council’s corporate planning and it is essential that it 

receives the additional benefit of scrutiny. Scrutiny itself needs to be structured 

and systematic in its approach to ensure that it concentrates on the key priorities, 

challenges, opportunities and risks. O&S Board will therefore need distil from the 

available evidence and financial information presented, potential areas of high 

impact, high value and risk which it can then choose to closely examine and test.  

2. O&S Board members were invited to a development workshop on 4th December 

delivered by the Centre for Public Scrutiny on budget scrutiny and received a 

briefing on the MTFP and draft Budget from the Service Director (Finance) and 

Sec 151 Officer and Chief Executive. 

3. This paper is provided as an aide-memoire for Members of the O&S Board and is 

based on the content of the development workshop. 

Recommended approach from Centre for Public Scrutiny 

4. This is the first year of the new council and its first budget setting process after its 

formation. Scrutiny will need to play an active role in the journey, providing 

objective challenge and examination of the MTFP and Annual Budget. The value 

of scrutiny will be to focus on strategic aims, intentions and priorities of the 

Council’s plan and the use of financial resources which supports it. 

5. Scrutiny will recognise that there is little time left in the current year to deliver the 

level of scrutiny it may consider appropriate and productive. National advice 

suggests that scrutiny needs to be engaged early in the planning and drafting 

stages and become closely aligned to the process. Guidance also suggests that 



the Board is provided with early and essential information to provide structured 

and beneficial scrutiny of budget priorities, risks, challenges, opportunities, 

underlying assumptions, future planning and forecasting.  

6. Accomplished successfully, scrutiny should be valued as a key part of the finance 

planning and delivery process. It should aim to be a positive, supportive 

experience for the Executive and a constructive, value-adding service to the 

Council and community. Transparent and rigorous scrutiny also provides an 

important level of assurance to local taxpayers and community. 

7. It is important that scrutiny spends its time exploring the narrative that underlines 

to MTFP/Budget, and to explore the trends, challenges and options that are being 

considered in the budget.  

8. Suggested areas of strategic focus for the Scrutiny Board are: 

 Test the suitability of the budget - Is it realistic and affordable? What are 

the headline implications and changes planned? 

 How well does it support the aims of the council plan? 

 Test the assumptions upon which it is based – economic such as inflation, 

interest rates, pay awards, income from its various sources and associated 

risks and changes in its operating environment. 

 Test its effect and impact – what are the effects on communities, 

economy, environment etc?  

 Test its acceptability – does it meet the values of the council and 

expectations of communities? 

 Test its deliverability – is it realistic? Is it over optimistic? Does it lack 

necessary ambition? What are the risks and challenges in its delivery? 

 Test savings and transformation plans – have gaps been identified? What 

are the plans to fill gaps? What are the intensions or outcomes expected 

from transformation? How achievable are they and are there realistic plans 

in place to implement any necessary change? Are savings targets 

realistic? 

 Test future planning – consider how the world is changing and how social, 

environmental, technological, legal and political issues may cause new or 

different demands on council resources – how well is the future 

understood and the Council prepared 

 Test the capital programme and its fit with the corporate aims of the 

council. Does investment in infrastructure, community assets, economic 

development, environment and community well-being match council and 

community priorities 



9. There is a significant challenge for the O&S Board to make a useful contribution 

in the current cycle, given the remaining timescale. But there is also a useful 

learning and shaping opportunity which may inform the Board how it may wish to 

structure and focus its scrutiny capacity in future cycles.  

 


