Financial Management in Education and Library Boards - Inquiry
Parliamentary Statement
 

The Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Northern Ireland (Barry Gardiner):
Last November, following substantial overspends by the Belfast and the South Eastern Education and Library Boards in 2003-04, I announced that a statutory inquiry would be held into financial management and control standards in the two Boards.  The inquiry, conducted by Dr Bill Jack, former Comptroller and Auditor General for Northern Ireland, considered the extent to which the Boards and their Chief Executives, as Accounting Officers, fulfilled their responsibilities.  
The report highlights serious failings in the execution of responsibilities within both Boards and makes 49 specific recommendations for improvement relating to each Board, its Chief Executive and Chief Finance Officer.  I would like to thank Dr Jack for his professionalism in conducting the inquiry and for producing a comprehensive and meticulous report.  Copies of the inquiry report have been placed in the Library of the House of Commons.
The overspends have had serious consequences – this was real money, not paper deficits on a set of accounts. In total it is estimated that the SEELB has now overspent by £21.4 million and the BELB by £11.4 million. If the boards had contained spending within their approved limits, additional resources would have been available for education and wider public services.  
The problem of overspending is a matter of grave concern.  The Government cannot and will not tolerate persistent failure to exercise control of expenditure, which is a fundamental responsibility of public bodies and of Accounting Officers, who are answerable to Parliament for their stewardship of public funds.  The Boards are obliged under statute only to incur expenditure within plans approved by the Department, and the Government will take all the steps necessary to ensure this is secured, and that there is no recurrence of the overspending.  The recommendations in the Inquiry report represent a strong reminder, not only to the two Boards in question, but to all those responsible for managing public funds, of the need to live within their budgets.  
Proper stewardship of public monies allocated to each Board must be restored.  This will require full and speedy implementation of the 49 recommendations contained within the Jack Report.  I will ensure that the necessary steps are taken by the Boards and the Department of Education to achieve this, including the establishment of an effective regime to monitor progress on implementation.  Through these arrangements, proper standards of financial management and control will be re-established in the Belfast and South Eastern Education and Library Boards.
I have asked the Permanent Secretary to write to the Chief Executives of both Boards making it clear that Accounting Officer status will continue only on a probationary basis until June 2006, at which point it will be reviewed formally by the Department.  It is my intention that, during this period, there will be  continuous monitoring to ensure the effective implementation of Dr Jack's recommendations.  

