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We are glad the Committee has launched this inquiry into the operations of the Office for 
Local Government (Oflog). We think the Committee are right to examine the purpose, 
products, and accountability of Oflog. This evidence focusses on one area that Oflog may be 
asked to contribute to - the accountability of local authorities. We have recently submitted 
evidence to the Committee which set out a general approach to the accountability and audit of 
local government and the supporting material for that submission also supports this (Ferry 
and Midgley, 2023).

 Currently, local authority accounting and auditing focusses on financial conformance- 
assessing whether the authority’s accounts are true and fair and whether the authority 
has spent money in accordance with its remit as set out by regulation and law (Ferry 
et al., 2023, Ferry and Midgley, 2023).

 Since the abolition of the Audit Commission in 2015, there has been very little 
accountability for value for money in English local government (Ferry et al., 2015; 
Ferry and Murphy, 2015; Murphy et al., 2019). Whilst auditors issue a certificate 
setting out whether arrangements to secure value for money are in place, this is not 
comparable either to the work that the Audit Commission did prior to 2015 in 
assessing value for money or the work that the National Audit Office do at the central 
government level in the UK. 

 This situation is true in England, but in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland there 
are audit arrangements which cover performance work as well (Ferry and Ahrens, 
2022).

 If Oflog is there to provide some element of accountability for the performance of 
local authority spend, then it will be necessary to ensure that: 

o Data is published in such a way that councillors and citizens can easily inspect 
it and understand it for their local authority (Ferry et al., 2023, Ferry and 
Midgley, 2024);
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o Published data can be linked to financial data so councillors and citizens can 
examine value for money rather than just raw performance (Ferry and 
Midgley, 2024);

o Data is independently validated so citizens, councillors and other potential 
users can trust it (Ferry et al. 2021, Ferry et al., 2024); 

o Limitations on the data that they publish are explained. For instance, 
recognising the contextual differences between local authorities who face very 
different challenges and recognising that published performance data is often a 
proxy for outcomes; and

o Where possible Oflog should follow good practice in publishing data as set out 
by the Office for Statistical Regulation.

 Unless Oflog has an audit function, it will be impossible for it to conduct detailed 
work on value for money in the way that the National Audit Office in central 
government or Audit Wales or Audit Scotland can in the devolved areas. The 
publication of data about services is not a replacement for a true value for money 
audit which has a much more holistic nature and seeks to understand the mechanics 
underpinning performance.

 Oflog will require adequate resources to perform its task. 

If the government’s intention is that Oflog should not have a role in the accountability of 
local authorities but is purely there to enhance their performance through benchmarking and 
sharing lessons then the government should also make clear, as the Committee’s previous 
report stated (Levelling Up, Housing and Communities Select Committee, 2023) how it plans 
to fill the gap that exists around accountability for value for money in English local 
government.

Finally, we would very much highlight that important lessons could be gleaned by revisiting 
the Audit Commission’s work over its history. This is because the Audit Commission went 
through many incantations in terms of what it delivered, how it delivered, and why it was 
delivering (Campbell-Smith, 2008; Ferry and Murphy, 2015; Murphy, 2019). Some of the 
earlier phases in its development may hold valuable lessons for how Oflog could produce 
comparable and consistent data for both performance improvement and accountability. 
Likewise, it could be useful to look at comparisons of audit and governance arrangements for 
English local government over time (Ferry et al., 2023a), within the countries of the United 
Kingdom (Ferry and Ahrens, 2022), and internationally (Ferry and Ruggiero, 2022; Ferry et 
al., 2022).

References

Campbell-Smith, D. (2008). Follow the Money: The Audit Commission, Public Money and 
the Management of Public Services, 1983-2008. Allen Lane.

Ferry, L. and Ahrens, T. (2022). The future of the regulatory space in local government audit: 
A comparative study of the four countries of the United Kingdom, Financial Accountability 
& Management, 38 (3) 376-393.



Ferry, L., Eckersley, P. and Zakaria, Z. (2015). Accountability and transparency in English 
local government: Moving from ‘matching parts’ to ‘awkward couple’?. Financial 
Accountability and Management, 31 (3), 345-361. https://doi.org/10.1111/faam.12060

Ferry, L. and Murphy, P. (2015). Financial sustainability, accountability and transparency 
across local public service bodies in England under austerity. Report to National Audit Office 
(NAO). 

Ferry, L., Hardy, C. and Midgley, H. (2021) Data, trust, democracy and Covid-19: the first 
parliamentary assessment of the UK government’s approach to data during the pandemic, 
Public Money & Management, 41(8), 676-78. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540962.2021.1946311

Ferry, L., Midgley, H., & Ruggiero, P. (2022). Regulatory space in local government audit: 
An international comparative study of 20 countries. Public Money & Management, 43(3), 
233-241. https://doi.org/10.1080/09540962.2022.2129559

Ferry, L., & Ruggiero, P. (Eds.). (2022). Auditing Practices in Local Governments: An 
International Comparison. Emerald

Ferry, L., Midgley, H., Murphie, A. and Sandford, M. (2023) Auditing governable space—A 
study of place-based accountability in England, Financial Accountability & Management, 39 
(4), 772-789.

Ferry, L., Funnell, W. and Oldroyd, D. (2023a). A genealogical and archaeological 
examination of the development of corporate governance and disciplinary power in English 
local government c.1970–2010, Accounting, Organizations and Society, 109, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aos.2023.101466.

Ferry, L. and Midgley, H. (2023). Written evidence submitted by Professor Laurence Ferry 
and Dr Henry Midgley [FRA 018] available at  
committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/120312/pdf/

Ferry, L., Midgley, H. and Green, S. (2024) Accountability, emergency and liberty during 
COVID-19 in the UK 2020–22, Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal, 176-198. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/AAAJ-07-2022-5931.

Ferry, L. and Midgley, H. (2024) Are public sector accounts trusted? Exploring the verdict of 
the Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs Committee in the United Kingdom, 
Public Administration, forthcoming. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/14679299

Levelling Up, Housing and Communities Select Committee (2023). Financial Reporting and 
Audit in Local Authorities.

Murphy, P., Ferry, L., Glennon, R. and Greenhalgh, K. (2019). Public Service 
Accountability: Rekindling a debate. Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-
93384-9

January 2024

https://doi.org/10.1111/faam.12060
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540962.2022.2129559
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aos.2023.101466
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/120312/pdf/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-93384-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-93384-9

