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Report of the Head of Finance to the 
Audit Committee – 24th September 2010 
 
Update on the Government’s Transparency Agenda 
 

1. Purpose of Report 

1.1 To inform Members of action taken to develop processes to comply with the 
requirements of the Coalition Government’s Transparency agenda.  

 

2. Recommendations 
 It is recommended that the Committee: 
2.1 Approves the approach set out in 3.3 option 1  
 

 

 
Note:  In preparing this report, due regard has been had to equality of opportunity, 
human rights, prevention of crime and disorder, environmental and risk management 
considerations as appropriate.  Relevant officers have been consulted in relation to any 
legal, financial or human resources implications and comments received are reflected in 
the report. 
 

3. Information, Issues and Options 

3.1 Background 

3.1.1 The Government's transparency agenda encourages local authorities to make public 
data openly available. One of the first requirements set by the Prime Minister is to 
publish expenditure data online in open formats. To this end the Secretary of State for 
Communities and Local Government, the Right Honourable Eric Pickles MP, issued a 
letter to all leaders of local authorities (see appendix 1) setting out the government’s 
requirements for authorities to publish information on items of spend over £500 by 
January 2011.  

3.2 Publication Requirements 

3.2.1 At the moment the requirements for publishing information on expenditure are very 
loose. A number of authorities have been highlighted as good examples for others to 
follow. The information provided by these councils is simple and should not require 
additional funds to reproduce something similar at Breckland. Examples of the 
different approaches that authorities have adopted can be found in appendices 2 and 
3. The expectation is that authorities should publish this data by January 2011 at the 
latest, with the implication that we should all achieve this target much sooner. 

 
3.2.2 Communities and Local Government (CLG) have stated that they intend to issue 

guidelines to councils by September 2010. Similarly they are working towards greater 
transparency of local government workforce and will be consulting in the autumn of 
2010 on guidance on greater disclosure of senior staff salaries, and organograms.  

3.2.3 There are other areas where CLG have stated that they will be pushing forward on 
transparency: 

• breaking down central government spend at local area level - ensuring that people in 
the community can have a clear view of what is being spent where - not just local but 
central taxes too 

• councillor allowances and expenses - greater clarity on councillors' costs 



• council minutes and papers - consistent publication of what is being discussed and 
what has been decided 

• council job vacancies - making sure that job vacancies are published online and in an 
accessible format. This will help save money by reducing advertising costs, and will 
ensure that the vacancies can reach as wider audience as possible, as well as make 
it easier for people to compare pay ranges within and across councils 

• frontline service data - including rubbish and recycling rates, council tax collection 
rates and details of major planned projects 

• licensing applications and decisions - giving residents more clarity on what was 
happening in their area and an early opportunity to raise concerns or objections 

• planning applications and decisions - making sure residents have online access to 
information about planning applications that could affect them and the look and feel 
of their area, and making it easier for them to influence emerging development ideas 

• food hygiene reports for food outlets - one example of information which is routinely 
collected and of interest to residents, but not currently shared in an easily accessible 
format. 

3.2.2 CLG recognises that some of this information is already in the public domain but not 
always in a format that makes it easy to be republished and re-used by outside 
groups, without charge or copyright hindrance. A key part of the change will be getting 
information in the public domain in a standardised format. Breckland already 
publishes most of this data. 

3.2.3 Until CLG clarifies their requirements on the wider list of issues highlighted in section 
3.2.1 Breckland should concentrate on the instruction to publish information on 
expenditure over £500. Breckland should consider whether it wishes to proceed with 
publishing information now, or to wait for further guidelines. While it will require some 
resources to be used in setting up automated processes to extract the data from our 
systems to upload to the Council website, the task should be completed without the 
need to spend additional sums.  

3.2.4   At the moment authorities that publish this data all take a slightly different approach. If 
minded to publish before guidelines are issued, the authority could adopt a simple 
approach to demonstrate a willingness to comply with the Secretary of State’s request 
using a PDF format to make the information accessible to all web users. It is 
suggested that the information is published in a monthly basis covering data fields 
that are meaningful to users, but with sufficient information to allow the Council to 
respond to any queries that will inevitably be raised following publication. Something 
along the lines of Appendix 3 that the GLC publish would fit the initial needs. 

3.3 Options 

 1) To proceed to publish simple information along the lines of the example shown in 
Appendix 3; or 

             2) to wait for further guidance to be issued by CLG before publishing expenditure 
data on the Council website 

3.4 Reasons for Recommendation 

3.4.1 To demonstrate Breckland Council’s commitment to openness and transparency.  

4. Risk and Financial Implications 

4.1 Risk  

4.1.1 There is a potential that the number of Freedom of Information Act requests will 
increase significantly in the short term, taking up additional resource in responding to 
the requests. However over time the information published on the website may 
assist in answering questions, and should eventually lead to a tail off in queries. 
There is a risk that data is misinterpreted, which will require action by the Council to 



clarify the situation. 

4.1.2   The authority must be mindful of the requirements of the Data Protection Act and 
should not publish information that will provoke complaints against the Council from 
data subjects. Therefore it is essential to undertake a manual review of all 
information prior to it being committed to the public domain, and, where necessary, 
edit the name so that the data subject cannot be identified.  

4.1.3     There is a risk that once other government agencies get involved that the process of 
publishing information will turn into an industry that requires additional resources.  

4.2 Financial  

4.2.1 None 

5. Legal Implications 

5.1 Public Interest Disclosure Act 1998. Data Protection Act 1998 

6. Other Implications    

a) Equalities: No - implicit within process 

b) Section 17, Crime & Disorder Act 1998: None 

c) Section 40, Natural Environment & Rural Communities Act 2006: None 

d) Human Resources: None 

e) Human Rights:  None 

f) Other:  None 

7. Alignment to Council Priorities 

7.1 Improve the quality and consistency of services provided to our customers by 
presenting open and transparent information on how the Council spends its 
resources. 

8. Ward/Community Affected 

8.1 All 

 
Lead Contact Officer: 
Name/Post: Mark Finch, Head of Finance  
Telephone: 01362 656870 
Email: Mark.finch@breckland.gov.uk 
 
Appendices attached to this report:  
Appendix 1 – Letter from Rt Hon Eric Pickles MP 
Appendix 2 – Example of published data 
Appendix 3 – 2nd example of published data 
 


