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1. Background 

1.1. This report provides an overview of the current situation regarding financial management 
in Brent Schools. As day to day financial management is a function that is delegated to 
Schools this report reflects a strategic view of some of the issues that have been identified 
and the support and controls that are in place to ensure good financial management in 
schools. 

1.2. Although day to day financial management is a responsibility delegated to governing 
bodies the Council maintains an important role in ensuring public funds passed onto 
schools are spent appropriately. The Director of Finance has section 151 responsibilities 
to ensure sound financial systems and controls are in place across the council and in its 
schools. 

1.3. There are a number of systems and practices in place to allow the Director of Finance to 
discharge his responsibilities regarding schools which include: 

• Regular internal audit reviews 

• Key documents and guidance including: Schools Financial Regulations, Scheme of 
Financial Management, Schools Standards Value Statements. 

• Guidance and information updates via the schools intranet 

• Regular seminars for school bursars 

• Regular meetings with Headteachers 

• Training sessions for Headteachers, Bursars and Governors 
 
  



2. Support and Guidance Available for Schools 
 

2.1. The council has in place a variety of measures to support and challenge schools to ensure 
good financial management. Examples of the main measures are set out in the rest of 
section 2 of this report. All information updates and guidance notes are made available to 
all schools and are completely free; the remainder of the measures shown below are 
available to all schools mainly on a traded basis. 

2.2. Updates and Guidance: The standard communication channel with Brent schools is via 
the Schools Extranet and this is used to regularly provide schools with guidance, 
instruction and topical issues regarding financial management. Appendix A shows some 
examples of the information and guidance that has been provided to schools recently 
regarding financial management and finance issues.  

 

2.3. Training for Headteachers and Bursars: The Schools Finance Team provides regular 
and topical training sessions that all Schools can choose to attend and for schools that 
buy into a finance traded service package, attendance at these courses are included as 
part of the package. Appendix B sets out the programme that was available for 2011/12 

 

2.4. Training for Governors: Regular training sessions are available for all governors on 
financial management. Set out below is the training that was available over the past years  

  
Governor Training 
 
Financial Management Standard 
28th September 2010 7pm – 9pm 
6th October 2010 7pm – 9pm 

- Focus on what is required for schools to meet the FMSiS 
 
Schools Financial Management 
11th May 2011 7pm – 9pm 
15th June 2011 7pm – 9pm 

- Focus on governor roles and responsibilities for financial matters including 
suggestions for good practice and information about the audit process. 

 
Schools Financial value Standard 
24th February 2012 10am – 12noon 
15th March 2012 7pm – 9pm 
26th April 2012 7pm – 9pm 

- Guide governors through the timescales and requirements of SVFS 
 
Schools Finance – Jobs for the Autumn 
17th May 2012 10am – 12noon 
28th June 2012 7pm – 9pm 

- Focus on governor roles and responsibilities for financial matters including 
suggestions for good practice and information about the audit process. 

 
Governors Conference 
27th June 2012 

- Annual governors conference to discuss the future of school governance and 
how we can improve the outcomes for Brent schools 

  



 

2.5. Bursar Meetings: meetings are held each term for school bursars that are very well 
attended and cover all relevant and topical finance issues. A standard feature on the 
agenda is a session on Audit issues. Colleagues from Audit regularly attend to provide a 
briefing on key issues identified through the regular school audits.  
 

2.6. Pre-Audit and Post Audit visits: For schools which have bought a Finance traded 
service package schools can request a free visit both before the audit and after the audit. 
The pre-audit visit is designed to brief the school on what the key documents and 
processes are that the audit review is likely to focus on so that the school can ensure it 
has in place what is required. The post audit visit provides guidance and support to the 
school in putting together its action plan to address any issues that the audit review has 
identified. 
 

2.7. Ad-hoc support: The schools Finance Team receives a large number of invites and 
attends key Governing Body meetings or Finance Committee meetings where some 
specialist financial advice is required. These will often be related to budget setting 
meetings or budget monitoring meetings. 

2.8. Two key issues arising from the audit process has involved the setting of senior 
leadership pay levels and leasing contracts within schools. The comprehensive actions to 
address these issues are useful examples of the pro-active approach taken by the Council 
to ensure robust financial management is in place and are as follows: 

Senior Leadership Pay: a key issue that had been identified through the audit 
process relates to schools complying with the statutory requirements regarding the 
setting of pay levels for Headteachers and other Senior Leadership posts. The 
regulations are complex but nevertheless compliance with them is a statutory 
requirement and a comprehensive action plan was put in place by the Council to both 
support and challenge schools to ensure compliance. A great deal of progress has 
been successfully made as set out in Appendix C which shows the detailed action 
undertaken by the Council. Further on-going work is necessary to ensure continued 
compliance with the regulations. 

Leasing: In 2010, the Council identified that a number of schools had entered into 
very unfavourable leasing arrangements with large finance companies for the hire of 
equipment such as photocopiers. The Council is of the view that these leases should 
be treated as being void from the outset, as the schools in question did not have the 
legal power (‘vires’) to enter into them. If the leases were enforceable, they would 
have a negative impact on the schools’ financial positions. There are various grounds 
as to why the Council argues the leases should be considered void. The Council has 
taken the following action in order to protect the public funds exposed to these 
purported leases: 

 



• Sent a number of letters and uploaded intranet postings clarifying the importance 
of complying with the leasing requirements set out in the Council’s Financial 
Regulations. 

• Arranged for Council officers to meet with school officers where appropriate in 
order to discuss leasing issues. 

• Hosted a number of presentations at Governor, Headteacher and Bursar 
meetings, clarifying the requirements of a lawful lease and offering support to 
schools that may have ostensibly entered into leases which are void in law, in 
order to encourage schools to obtain legal advice. 

 
• Referred schools to the Council’s internal and external solicitors who are able to 

advise the schools (the content of the advice is confidential and subject to legal 
privilege). 

 

• Obtained advice from a QC (the content of which is confidential and subject to 
legal privilege).  

• Facilitated court action:  A number of schools have stopped paying the sums 
purportedly due under these purported leases. As a result, one finance company 
has issued legal proceedings against two separate schools for amounts allegedly 
due. The Council’s solicitors have been instructed by the two schools to defend 
these claims. The schools are counter-claiming for restitution of the sums paid 
under the purported leases. The cases are on-going. 

• Released guidance to all schools setting out the framework agreements 
available, in order to help schools purchase or lease equipment at favourable 
rates. 

• Hosted regular leasing / procurement training sessions with school bursars. 
 
 

 

3. Background of Auditing Practices in Brent 

3.1. All maintained schools in Brent are audited on a regular basis. In line with most other local 
authorities, audits are conducted on a rolling programme basis so that primary schools are 
audited at least once every three years and secondary schools are audited at least once 
every two years.  

 

3.2. The council currently has 81 schools (although likely to reduce to 78 following further 
academy conversions in September 2012), including children’s centres, pupil referral units 
and special schools which require an audit. Typically an audit will take 10 days including 
fieldwork, management review and reporting. The council’s total audit resource is 1,200 
days. There were 190 days dedicated to schools audits in the 2011/12 plan an increase 
on the previous two years (2010/11 130 days, 2009/10 110 days). Internal audit 
anticipates devoting some 228 days in 2012/13. This is a significant proportion of the total 
audit days available across all council activities.  

3.3. A comparison with all other London Boroughs audit plans for 2012/13, available on the 
internet as at 29 May 2012, is shown below: 

 
 
 



Borough 
School Audit 

Days 

Total 
Audit 
Days % 

Brent 228 1200 19% 
Wandsworth 206 1182 17% 
Southwark 200 1310 15% 
Croydon 174 1420 12% 
Redbridge 174 1801 10% 
Lewisham 160 1100 15% 
Ealing 150 1069 14% 
Waltham Forest 140 1100 13% 
Hounslow 130 997 13% 
Bexley 126 1477 9% 
Barnet 121 1125 11% 
Havering 115 1146 10% 
Haringey 101 950 11% 
Enfield 93 1393 7% 
Newham 90 700 13% 
Tower Hamlets 90 1325 7% 
Hackney 90 1640 5% 
Barking 80 800 10% 
Sutton 80 821 10% 
Islington 55 1250 4% 
Kingston 50 728 7% 
Bromley Na 

Camden Na 

Hammersmith Na 

Harrow Na 

Hillingdon Na 

Lambeth Na 

Merton Na 

Richmond  Na 

Westminster Na 

Greenwich Na 

Kensington and Chelsea Na 
Table 2 - London Borough Audit Plans 2012/13 

 

3.4. Of the local authorities sampled Brent allocates the highest number of days in real and 
percentage terms to school audits. It is also worthy of note that these other authorities 
allocate considerably less time per audit, typically 6 days for a primary and 8 for a 
secondary. In Brent, these figures are 10 and 12 days respectively. Having a robust audit 
regime is a key component of ensuring the Director of Finance’s statutory duties are met 
and is critical to ensuring large amounts of public funds are managed appropriately. 

 



3.5. A list of Audit Outcomes of Brent Schools over the last two years 

Table 1 School Audits 2010/11/12 
 

Number of Schools 
Last 
Audit Assurance 

7 Primary Schools 2010/11 Limited 
   
11 Primary Schools 2010/11 Substantial 
   
6 Secondary Schools (4 
becoming Academies 
from 2012/13) 2010/11 Limited 
   
4 Primary Schools  2011/12 Nil 
   
9 Primary Schools 2011/12 Limited 
   
7 Primary Schools 2011/12 Substantial 
   
   

 

4. An outline of the types of problems that have been uncovered 

4.1. These issues have been identified in the majority of schools audited over the last two 
years 

 

4.2. Governance 
 

Policies and 
Procedures 

Not approved by the Governing Body, not reviewed regularly 
(annually for key financial policies and procedures), 
inconsistent financial thresholds and contradicting 
procedures, and references to posts which do not exist.  

Declaration of 
Interests 

Annual declaration forms not completed by Governors or staff 
with financial responsibilities, and opportunities to declare 
interests not given at meetings.   

Committee Terms 
of Reference 

Self approved by the Committee and not by the Governing 
Body, not reviewed annually.  

Scheme of 
Delegation 

Not in place, approved by a Sub Committee and not by the 
Governing Body, financial limits set too high, limits set not 
consistent with the stipulation in the financial procedures 
documents, and financial responsibilities of staff not clearly 
defined.   

Risk Management  Risk Management framework is not embedded.  

Meeting Minutes Key decisions such as approvals and reviews of process, 
structure, contracts and documents not recorded in the 
minutes.  



Independence of 
Clerk 

Clerk to the Governing Body/Committee meetings is not 
independent of the School.  

Financial 
Reporting 

Little or no evidence of financial positions being reported, 
and/or reports/minutes from the Finance Committee not 
presented to the Governing Body.  

 

4.3. Procurement 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

4.4. Unofficial Funds 
 

 

High Value 
Purchases 

Not tendered, quotes not obtained, evidence of procurement 
process not retained, waiver to the Financial Regulations not 
sought, rationale for decisions not clear/evidenced, not 
approved in line with the scheme of delegation, approval not 
evidenced.  

Contracts Absence of clearly defined service level agreements, contracts 
rolled forward without a formal review/quotes/tender.  

Leasing  Entered into without prior approval from the Council, financing 
leases entered into without the Secretary of State consent, 
value for money not considered, agreement not signed in 
accordance with the scheme of delegation. No alternate quotes 
obtained, failure to follow normal procurement guidelines, 
failure to retain accurate records of leasing arrangements, 
equipment over specified,  

Official Purchase 
Orders  

Not used, not always completed, not authorised by a delegated 
approver, not input onto the financial system to commit against 
a relevant budget code.     

Delivery notes Goods receipting not evidenced. 

Invoices Not date stamped, not signed as authorised, no evidence of 
checking against purchase orders and delivery notes/evidence 
of goods receipting, no VAT registration number recorded on 
invoice where required, late payment, record of 
disputes/queries being raised.  

Debit/Procurement 
Cards 

Headteacher’s card purchases not presented to the Governing 
Body for retrospective approval, receipts not always retained.  

Payments to 
individuals 

Individual’s tax status not fully checked prior to making 
payments.   

Purpose of 
Unofficial 
Accounts 

Not defined. 

Record of 
Income/Expendit
ure 

Not maintained, does not contain sufficient details.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

4.5. Budgeting 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.6. Income and Banking 
 

Account Balance Unofficial accounts are not self sufficient (total expenditure 
exceeding the balance brought forward and total income in the 
given period).  

Budget Share  Budget share monies are transferred into unofficial accounts.   

Bank 
Reconciliation 

Not undertaken, not undertaken regularly, not reviewed and 
signed off by the Headteacher, old unreconciled items not 
followed up.   

Charity 
Commission 

Unofficial accounts not registered with the Charity Commission 
even though the total of donations collected in a given year 
exceeds the threshold (currently £5,000).   

Audit of Accounts Unofficial accounts not audited annually by an independent 
auditor or registered independent auditor if the annual turnover is 
over £20,000.   

Budget Approval Draft/Final budget not approved by the Governing Body, or 
approval not evident in the meeting minutes.  

Three Year 
Budget Plan 

Not developed, not linked to the School Development Plan, not 
reviewed and updated on a rolling basis, incorrect carry forward 
figures used or carry forward not included, fixed rate of increase 
on budget share is factored in year-on-year without clear 
justifications, deficit inevitable based on the current staffing 
structure.    

Annual Budget  Known costs/income not factored in, and incorrect carry forward 
figures used or carry forward not included.   

Virements  Not approved in line with the Scheme of Delegation or not 
reported back to the Governors.  

Budget 
Monitoring 
Reports 

Budget figures loaded late, monthly budget monitoring report not 
reviewed, year-end forecasts not made, discrepancies not 
followed up, summary of financial position not reported to the 
Headteacher monthly, and significant variances not reported and 
challenged by the Finance Committee.  

Charging and 
Remission 
Policy 

Not in place, not approved by the Governing Body. 

Income Record Not retained, details of income not recorded.  

Income 
Processing  

A lack of segregation of duties over collection, recording, banking 
and reconciliation of income.  

Security of 
Income   

Income not held in a safe, income held in a safe but exceeds the 
amounts insured.   



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Banking Income not banked frequently, credit slip not checked against 
income record, large income banked by staff on a regular basis 
rather than through a more secure means.   

Bank 
Reconciliation 

Not undertaken monthly, not reviewed by the Headteacher, old 
unreconciled items not followed up, supporting documents not 
checked as part of the review.  

Bank Mandate Not kept current and non staff governors/staff responsible for 
administering financial transactions such as Bursar, School 
Business Manager, or Finance Officers are appointed as 
signatories.   

CFR and VAT 
returns 

Not submitted to the Council promptly.  



5. An outline of any and all actions taken in light of these findings and the general 
scope of any current or planned investigations 

5.1. It is important to state that schools are issued with a set of clear financial regulations from 
the council on an annual basis, which they are required to comply with, including rules on 
procurement, staffing, expenditure and income. 

5.2. Every individual audit report is sent to the Head Teacher, usually following an exit meeting 
at which recommendations are agreed. The Chair of Governors receives a copy of the 
final report as does the Director of Children and Families and C&F Finance staff. A 
summary of common problems is reported annually to Children and Families DMT and 
this is posted on the schools extranet.  

5.3. For example, the key concerns around inappropriate leasing deals were raised by audit 
with Children and Families and were posted on the schools extranet as far back as 2004 
and 2005: 

2003/04 

“A number of schools had entered into leasing/financing agreements for 
equipment without seeking for advice from the LEA.  The value of some of these 
contracts over the terms of the lease/financing agreements often exceeded 
£50,000.  Some schools were unable to provide documentary evidence that at 
least three written quotations had been sought or that the school had gone 
through a formal tendering process prior to letting these contracts.” 

2004/05 

 “A number of schools had entered into leasing/financing agreements for 
equipment without the approval of the Director of Finance prior to entering into 
such agreements.  We were concerned to note that some headteachers 
appeared to be unaware of this requirement although it is clearly indicated in 
Financial Regulations. 

5.4. The value of some of these contracts over the terms of the lease/financing agreements 
often exceeded £20,000.  Some schools were unable to provide documentary evidence 
that at least three written quotations had been sought or that the school had gone through 
a formal tendering process prior to letting these contracts.” 

5.5. The audit team has given presentations to Heads and Governors in 2006 and 2010 and 
Bursars in 2010 on the significant control weaknesses found in schools. A specific 
presentation was also given on leasing in 2011 to a group of specific schools where 
leasing had been identified as a serious problem.  

5.6. In addition, the audit and investigation team produced a thematic review on procurement 
in 2009 for the Children and Families Department which, again, reiterated these same 
problems.  

  



 

5.7. In relation to misapplication of the School Teachers Pay and Conditions Document 
(STPCD) in relation to head teacher pay, the situation is more complex. Specific tests on 
leadership pay were not carried out by Internal Audit prior to 2009 at which point they 
were identified as a risk. The assumption had been that governing bodies were approving 
head teacher pay, all pay was going through payroll and heads could be relied upon to 
properly advise their governing bodies on application of the STPCD. There was also a 
degree of oversight anticipated within the schools payroll team. The focus of the payroll 
element of audit work was on control of starters and leavers and additions to pay. 
Undoubtedly, significant additions to pay at Copland would have been picked up had that 
school been visited by A&I. However, it was a foundation school and had its own audit 
arrangements until 2009. The significant additions were not picked up during any of the 
external audits conducted annually at the school. 

5.8. Following the Copland School enquiry the Children and Families Department wrote to all 
schools to establish whether any bonuses were being paid. All responded negatively. 

5.9. The audit team widened the scope of audit work to include leadership pay in 2010 and it 
became clear that there were issues with the pay of some head teachers (and 
consequently some deputies). This was raised on individual reports with Children and 
Families and in October 2011 the Children & Families Department sent a letter to chairs of 
governors requiring them to return head teacher pay information. Many schools failed to 
respond to this request in a reasonable timescale and it is only now that a full picture is 
available. Where necessary Schools are being supported and challenged to ensure any 
actions required to ensure compliance with the STPCD are undertaken. 

5.10. The Head of Audit opinion reported to the Audit Committee for 2010/11 reflected a 
number of these concerns and is set out below: 

5.11. “I also remain concerned about the apparent lack of financial control within a significant 
minority of the council’s schools and the general approach to internal audit findings. Whilst 
schools are responsible for their own budgets, they are required to adhere to both legal 
requirements and to financial regulations issued by the council. These ensure public 
money is properly spent and accounted for. A number of schools are demonstrating a lack 
of compliance with basic procurement regulations. This is placing schools at risk of failing 
to achieve value for money and at risk of potential legal challenge where EU procurement 
regulations apply. In addition, a number of schools are failing to adhere to the national 
rules concerning teacher’s pay, specifically in relation to head teacher pay being outside 
the prescribed bandings determined by the school size. Although, in certain 
circumstances schools are permitted to pay above the maximum group range, I consider 
that in a number of cases these circumstances may not apply and school governing 
bodies may be paying above the ranges set out within the national conditions document to 
facilitate incremental increases in pay once the natural pay cap, relative to the size of 
school, has been reached. This is further exacerbated by Governing Bodies not always 
being diligent in their recording of the reasons for granting permission to exceed to cap 
thus placing the school at risk of challenge” 

5.12. There are a number of schools where significant irregularities have been identified and 
these have been investigated by the council. Governing bodies and headteachers have 
been held to account where there has been clear evidence of financial mismanagement. 
In some cases this has led to disciplinary action.    

  



Background Papers 
 
Schools Financial Regulations 
Scheme of Financing Schools 
Schools finance Intranet Pages 
 
Contact Officers 
 
Simon Lane, Head of Audit and Investigations 
Mustafa Salih, Assistant Director, Strategic Finance 
 


