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1
Summary

1.1
There is a requirement for Fire and Rescue Authorities to publish a statement of assurance, in essence, a backward looking report, which goes beyond the remit of the Annual Governance Statement. Guidance on what should be published has been considered and this report proposes how it should be progressed.
2
Recommendation
2.1
That the Committee approves the publication of information required in the Annual Statement of Assurance in an easily accessible form, rather than in one long document.
2.2
That the Committee receives a report on the progress of the Annual Assurance Statement at its meeting in December 2013.
3
Introduction and background
3.1
The requirements of the Fire and rescue national framework 
3.1.1
The Fire and rescue national framework for England, 2012, sets out a requirement for fire and rescue services to publish Statements of Assurance. It says: 

‘Fire and rescue authorities must provide annual assurance on financial, governance and operational matters and show how they have had due regard to the expectations set out in their integrated risk management plan and the requirements included in the Framework. To provide assurance, fire and rescue authorities must publish an annual statement of assurance’.

3.1.2
The Framework placed increased emphasis on the need for fire and rescue authorities to be transparent and allow communities access to information allowing the comparison of performance. 

3.2   
Guidance on the content and presentation of the Statement of Assurance

3.2.1
The Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) issued guidance in May 2013 on statements of assurance. This stated that ‘it is for fire and rescue authorities to decide how to best present the information with their communities in mind’.
3.2.2
The Chief Fire Officers Association also provided its own guidance on Annual Statements of Assurance. This guidance stated ‘it is proposed that FRAs adopt a style and content (in line with their respective corporate policy), that is deliberately aimed at a readership within the local community and presented in plain English (as opposed to being written in a style and language exclusively for auditors, as has had happened in the past with Best Value publications). The aspiration is that both documents would be to a standard equivalent to the ‘Crystal Mark’ awarded by the Plain English Campaign. The outcome of these proposals would provide a set of linked documents that aim to raise awareness and provide assurance within the community of the role, challenges, priorities, and performance of a Fire and Rescue Authority and its provided fire and rescue service’. 

3.3
Gap analysis

3.3.1
We have considered the guidance and undertaken a gap analysis between;

· the information we publish in our forward looking Service Plan, backward looking annual performance reports and other information on our website, and,

· The requirements set down in the framework and guidance.
4
The requirements for the content of the Statement and our compliance

The following paragraphs details the requirements and our compliance to it.
4.1
Financial

4.1.1
‘Fire and rescue authorities are responsible for ensuring that their business is conducted in accordance with the law and proper standards, and that public money is properly accounted for and used economically, efficiently and effectively. It is a statutory requirement under the Accounts and Audit (England) Regulations 2011 for authorities to publish the financial results of their activities for the year. This ‘Statement of Accounts’, shows the annual costs of providing the service and is determined by a Code of Practice which aims to give a “true and fair” view of the financial position and transactions of the authority. The authority is responsible for approval of the statement of accounts prior to publication’. 

4.1.2
The Authority’s Statement of Accounts is approved by this Committee and made available on its website.

4.2
Governance 
4.2.1
‘The Accounts and Audit (England) Regulations 2011 also requires authorities to prepare an annual governance statement in support of this statement of accounts. This governance statement is an expression of the measures taken by the authority to ensure appropriate business practice, high standards of conduct and sound governance. The statement of assurance may set out what work authorities have undertaken to review the effectiveness of their governance framework, including the system of internal control’. 

4.2.2
The Annual Governance Statement is approved by this Committee and is an item on this meeting’s agenda.

4.3
Operational

4.3.1
‘Fire and rescue authorities already consult on, and publish, their integrated risk management plans (IRMP’s), which set out local strategies including cross-border, multi-authority and national arrangements where appropriate. The statement of assurance should include details of consultation on these plans, and confirm that appropriate information was provided to enable active and informed participation’. 

4.3.2
The Authority’s forward looking Service Plan 2013 to 2018 is published on our website. A new and important element of our IRMP is the Strategic Assessment which formed the basis of the Service Plan and Priorities which were signed off by the Authority in February this year. Underpinning the Assessment is a number of data sources and associated analysis that assists us in understanding the risks we face and the overview of fire and rescue service across Hampshire. This was presented in a draft form to the Performance Review and Scrutiny Committee. 
4.3.3
We will publish the Strategic Assessment on our website. As it is a large complex document we propose to provide a summary document to accompany it in plain English.
4.3.4
‘The statement of assurance may also indicate where fire and rescue authorities have entered into agreements and/or mutual aid arrangements with other relevant bodies. The level of detail included will be a matter for each individual fire and rescue authority and may be linked to their integrated risk management plan’. 
4.3.5
This information will be detailed on our website in an easily accessible format.
4.3.6
‘It is not the aim of statements of assurance to set out the operational procedures for fire and rescue authorities. However, statements of assurance are the appropriate vehicle with regard to specific events which raise issues of operational competence or delivery. For example, when advice is received under health and safety or other legislation, it is appropriate for the fire and rescue authority to use the statement of assurance as a means to inform their communities that these matters have been considered and, where appropriate, acted on’. 
4.3.7
We already report and publish outcomes of external reviews such as the report on the outcomes of the fatal fire at Shirley Towers, and our Operational Assessments.
5
Proposed method and format of publication

5.1
We propose that the Authority’s Assurance Statement should consist of summary documents such as the Service plan and our annual performance report, with references and hyperlinks to signpost the reader to more detailed sources of reference if they require it, rather than writing one long document. This method would enable us to ensure that information was more dynamic and up to date.
6
Conclusion
6.1
The outcome of these proposals would provide a set of linked documents that aim to raise awareness and provide assurance within the community of the role, challenges, priorities, and performance of the Authority, and its provided fire and rescue service.
7
Contribution to corporate priorities and aims
7.1
With FRAs ultimately accountable to their local communities, the Authority needs to be transparent about decisions and actions taken, and engage with communities so local people can scrutinise and influence service delivery. Publication of information to our community will enable more scrutiny and influence service delivery. 
8
Resource implications

8.1
The requirements set out in this report will be met within current resources although it is acknowledged that it will have some impact on the development and maintenance of our website.
9
People impact assessment
9.1
The proposals in this report are considered compatible with the provisions of the equality and human rights legislation. 
10
Risk analysis
10.1
Failing to comply with the requirements set out could result in government intervention.
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