


This paper aims to discuss how the public sector deals with budgetary constraints and the growing demand on public services. This topic of debate addresses the issues of accountability which is arguably even more important during this period of austerity. To gain an understanding of this matter it is necessary to discuss the definition, implementation and issues of accountability.

It can be argued that accountability in a time of austerity is of paramount importance. According to research carried out by the Institute for Fiscal Studies, this age of austerity suffered since the Conservatives took power in 2010 will not be coming to an end soon (Travis, 2017). In fact, the IFS assert that current plans will bring about an additional £12bn reduction in welfare spending by 2020/21, the harshest period of funding since the 1950s for the NHS, and a real-terms cut of 22 per cent for the prison service. In this connection, the subject of accountability and its issues is crucial to the public sector to ensure that the funds available are being used efficiently.

Firstly, it is necessary to consider what exactly defines accountability, its issues and importance in the public sector. A constant issue for political systems worldwide is establishing political control while integrating the permanence and expertise of the public bureaucracy. According to Etzioni-Halevy (1983), democratic systems experience this issue of accountability more severely. Not only does the dispute between democracy and bureaucracy remain an ongoing challenge, but it also seems to be worsening for modern democratic systems (Flinders, 2011). One potential reason is that the volume of delegation and increased complexities entangled in the administrative process render the maintenance of any required relationship between legislation and implementation problematic (Huber and Shipan, 2002). Even if the intentions of public administrators are to comply fully in their implementation of legislation, nonetheless the sheer quantity in the decision-making process can lead to policy drift (Horn, 1995). Moreover, it could be that the bureaucratic organisation, differing on what would serve as good policy in its own arena needing to meet its own priorities, might not even wish to comply fully in the implementation (Goodsell, 2011). Consequently, measures of accountability are essential so as to hold organisations and their members answerable for their actions, inactions and for divergences from policy.

Not only is accountability in public administration needed to ensure the expected implementation of policies, but it also extends to meet the public sector’s growing demands for efficiency and, more broadly, for better policy performance. Furthermore, another key point in terms of the importance of accountability is that public organisations have the obligation to provide answers for their actions to their ever-rising number of stakeholders (Considine, 2002). Thus, it can be said that accountability in terms of public administration, being an ever more complex notion, is more challenging to ensure (Mulgan, 2000;). Moreover, besides the aforementioned concerns, an issue that is widespread among many, if not all, nations is that of corruption, where the intended and unintended abuse of administrative power is a frequent occurrence (Peters, 2016). Therefore, in the consideration of accountability it is vital to construct systems which are effective in their detection and punishment of malfeasance whilst simultaneously allowing the administrative process to progress with efficiency and effectiveness.
A primary matter regarding the necessity of accountability is the participating actors and the types of actions that are being considered, especially in terms of handling improper actions. To be able to understand the issues in accountability, firstly it necessitates identifying the sort of the administrative errors made, and subsequently addressing these errors with an adequate response to rectify them (Adams, 2009). Generally speaking, administrative errors can be categorised into three kinds. What could perhaps be described as the most frequent is the inefficient execution of administrative duties, even in cases intending to adhere to policy guidelines. According to Peters (2016), though for the minister concerned and clients of the program this may well represent a difficulty, it is, however, principally a problem for management, resolvable through improving supervision, training, or processes. Another type of error which is more complicated to resolve is exercising powers given to public sector actors beyond their authority. A heavily referenced example of such conduct is when police as well as other security services have employed excessive force in the execution of their duties. Similarly, there are commonly complaints among businesses regarding regulators who are overly zealous in enforcing laws. On the other hand, it has also been argued that through such vigorous enforcement of rules and procedures, unsolicited action may be deterred (Dubois, 2010). Rectification of this error necessitates devising methods of control within the organisation, along with a way to compensate those affected by the excessive actions (Auyero, 2012). Lastly, the other type of error made by public sector actors, and possibly the most difficult to remedy, is where there has been a lack of action, or where no action has taken place at all. According to Brehm and Gates (1997), public servants may decide to avoid their duties instead of actively performing them. Indeed, although the apparent zeal of regulators may be an area of concern for businesses, environmentalists concern themselves with what they deem a scarcity of enthusiasm in public sector work. A prime example of this inadequate action lies again within the police force. Not only are the police often met with accusations of acting with unwarranted aggression, they are also sometimes accused of being inadequate in their response to calls from the less wealthy or minority communities. It is noteworthy to mention that either a singular public servant or an entire organisation can make and be held accountable for these three kinds of errors. Equally as it is valid for the variation among the errors, as it is for such variation in actors, that distinct approaches of rectification and prevention are required (Peters, 2016). Naturally, the effectuation of accountability in dealing with an organisation as an entirety is a more problematic enterprise in comparison with individual malfeasance or nonfeasance. Dealing with the individual malefactor is possible at a local level as many corrective measures are provided by organisations themselves. The attempt, however, to impose accountability on an organisation in its entirety, in general, necessitates the participation of additional organisations in the executive branch or possibly even the exertion of political influence. Moreover, another important consideration is that malfeasance by individual actors is often thought to be arbitrary or sporadic, while malfeasance committed by an organisation has a tendency to be methodical.

Strictly speaking, accountability relates to the obligation an actor, whether an individual or organisation, has to provide an account of their actions to a separate body (Peters, 2016). Furthermore, it is also implicit within accountability that the separate body to whom the account is provided has the authority and scope to implement remedial measures for the identified failings caused by the actor found deficient. This reporting can develop into a regular procedure in two instances: when organisations have the obligation to produce an annual report, or when the suspicion arises that a problem to be handled exists. These two situations are known as ‘police patrol’ and ‘fire alarm’ approaches of accountability (McCubbins and Schwartz, 1984). Nevertheless, in both circumstances, an external actor and certain hierarchical controls are involved in the procedures of accountability.

There is a vast array of mechanisms accessible to political and judicial officials to implement accountability, such as hierarchy. Whilst legislative bodies have been at the core of this type of accountability, the judicial systems have likewise been a crucial component, though their role differs in accordance with the administrative customs from country to country (Painter and Peters, 2010). What is more, various autonomous organisations have been established by governments from over the globe with the design to enforce controls over the public sector, whether that is in a financial sense such as audit organisations or for the supervision of public officials. Additionally, citizens may also have direct involvement in the case of some of these organisations such as police complaints organisations.

Another aspect of accountability is the involvement and interchangeability of the term responsibility. Whilst the terms can be synonymous, it is important to note, however, that in the respect of public accountability they can also differ. According to Bovens (1998), accountability entails the establishment of externalised controls, whereas responsibility focuses on internal control. Responsibility is described as a concept directed more towards the individual in controlling the conduct of the public bureaucracy. Public officials individually are considered to be held responsible to either the law or the individual code of ethic. It may be the case that they consequently come into conflict being required to perform what they could consider to be inappropriate actions. DeLeon (2004) asserts that whilst responsibility as a norm has its appeal, its practice presents difficulties. It can be assumed that taking a stand on moral or legal principles seems simple when a public official with their own amount of authority and the security of professional opportunities outside government. It is, however, on the lower tiers of the hierarchies where responsibility becomes more of a dilemma. One example given, albeit somewhat extreme, emphasises this dilemma. There are instances in which soldiers have been issued an order that is believed to be in violation of military law by said soldiers. Although few public employees find themselves in such extreme cases, Peters (2016) asserts that accountability holds the same premise.

In the implementation, an important aspect of accountability is how public sector organisations are held accountable. It is thought that public sector organisations should be accountable principally for three areas of concern: firstly, that spending is appropriate and adheres to the procedures; that resources are utilised with efficiency; and that resources are utilised to attain the intended result (Flynn, 2012). Concurrently, politicians ought to be accountable for any policy decisions made whilst requiring management of organisations to render accounts of their actions. Moreover, the government has shown an ever-increasing willingness to set out explicitly measurable promises. Means of evaluating performance are required for the accountability of such promises. To evaluate what degree the use of resources has been efficient is a matter that involves measuring the output of the service delivery in comparison with the cost of supply. This is where some problems of measurement can be encountered in regard to measuring the outputs of schools, hospitals, prisons and other public services. The last area of concern, whether the public service organisation has been able to attain the intended result, firstly necessitates an assessment of what is the best way in which the particular service functions. An important aspect to the conduct of this assessment is the interaction between experts and management. According to Flynn (2012), specialised professions in public service organisations have the tendency to assert their knowledge on what they claim works or not devoid of the ability to explain or demonstrate it. When public service organisations are taken over of by politicians, via their managers, out of the hands of the professionals, evidence is required of what policies and services yield the sought-after results and a system of measurement and supervision that ensures civil servants are carrying out their duties and accomplishing what the government so desires.

[bookmark: _GoBack]It is on this topic of accountability that the policy of Best Value is relevant. Best Value, a government policy, brought into effect via the Local Government Act 1999 (LGA, 1999) in England and Wales with the aim of improving the provision of public services (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2015). It should be mentioned, however, that Best Value is referred to as the Wales Programme for Improvement (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009). In order to clarify what was intended by improvement in terms of cost and quality, it was set out in the Local Government Act 1999:
“A Best Value authority must make arrangements to secure continuous improvement in the way in which its functions are exercised, having regard to a combination of economy, efficiency and effectiveness” (LGA 1999, section 3[1]).
The specifics as to what defines Best Value were first outlined however in the ‘Twelve Principles of Best Value’ in June 1997 (ibid). The principles mostly consider the duties given to the local authorities. The first principle, for example, discusses the duty local authorities have on behalf of their electorate, whether they are taxpayers or consumers of local authority services. In such the local authority is accountable to their constituency in their performance plans (Department of the Environment, 1997). According to the principles, not only does the realisation of Best Value involve economy and efficiency, but it also regards what the local services produce in terms of effectiveness and quality by attempting to meet set targets in accordance with the Government’s proposed framework. The total activities involved extends to nearly every local authority function, such as social services, environmental health, housing and planning (Boyne, 1999). During the interval between the declaration and implementation of Best Value, a government project was conducted comprising of 37 volunteer council ‘pilots’ supported by the Government, 22 of which encompassed a housing component (Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions, 1997).  The project confirmed the effectiveness the Best Value policy by examining the features of and evaluating its degree of improvement in service quality and efficiency. The argument for the establishment of Best Value was born primarily from the inadequacy of the previous policy, the Compulsory Competitive Tendering. The CCT was described as having a disregarded service quality with irregular and dubious efficiency gains which proved itself to be rigid in practice (Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions, 1998). There were substantial expenses for employees, frequently resulting in high staff turnover and the low morale of public servants under pressures to deliver quality services. Coercion had also generated animosity thereby rendering both local authorities and private sector suppliers unable to appreciate the advantages of a strong partnership. What’s more, the process of competition was also criticised of being an end in itself, rather than focusing on the services that should be delivered. It was, therefore, for these reasons that Best Value focused on the failings of CCT, the value of partnership in service deliver, and how competition as a primary objective leads to an adverse impact.

All in all, the subject of accountability is clearly of paramount importance in the public sector, especially in a time of austerity. The implementation of policies such as Best Value, albeit imperfect, ensure the most efficient and effective delivery of services of the funds available. Considering that public services on the whole are performing as well as can be expected during an age of austerity, according to government performance trackers such as the Institute for Government, recommendations for any further improvement would be to implore central authorities to increase public spending.
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