


Budgetary Constants, Accountability and Best Value
There are many different definitions for accountability, with Maurice Punch described it as 'a broad and diffuse concept related to formal obligations within a democracy' (Punch 2009: p200). However, Mark Bovens, Robert Goodin and Thomas Schillemans described accountability as 'the buzzword of modern government' (Bovens, Goodin & Schillemans, 2014: p1), this shows that the definition of the word is different depending on who is asked and what context it is being used in. This essay will look into many different definitions and will also look at different terms often used when discussing accountability in the public sector, these being 'Best Value' and 'Value for Money'. With Value for Money being defined as 'getting a good deal from public expenditure' (Department of Finance, 2015). These terms are often used when discussing accountability as everyone involved wants to spend the least amount of money so they can make the most amount of profit.

There are many different definitions of accountability as it affects a large number of topics, however when used in describing accountability in the public sector, there are still loads of different definitions but not nearly as many as before, this essay will look at a select few. One definition states that accountability is a comprehensive and wordy idea connected to formal commitment within a democracy (Punch, 2009: p200), this suggests that accountability covers many aspects of a government and a part of the main foundations that many governments use today. In America, the word 'accountability’ was imported into US Congress between 2001 and 2006 and was used in the title of between 50 and 70 different proposed bills in all of the two-year cycles at the time (Bovens, Goodin & Schillemans, 2014: p1). This suggests that America did not use accountability beforehand, or at least not as extensively as they do nowadays, and have now implemented it into many of their 'bills' across the country. Public accountability is similar to accountability as it is the trademark of current democratic governance, which continues to be a 'paper procedure' which holds those in power accountable for 'their acts and omissions, their decisions, their policies and their expenditures' which affect the public (Ferlie, Lynn & Pollitt, 2005: p182). On the other hand as a theory, public accountability is rather ambiguous as it is a political word that is often used to appease a 'rambling argument', and to conjure up an image of 'trustworthiness, fidelity and justice' or to keep critics at bay (Ferlie, Lynn & Pollitt, 2005: p182).

In 1979, the New Public Management (NPM) encouraged UK governments to put greater attention on how they could value the taxpayers money more, with a greater focus on how government programmes affect those whom they are intended for, as well as how they are delivered to the public (Drewry, Greve & Tanquerel, 2005: p59). This means that Public Sector Managers are increasingly obliged to display what they have achieved in the past, and measurements of performance are crucial to evaluating the accomplishment of government programmes (Drewry, Greve & Tanquerel, 2005: p59). This shows that UK governments started focusing on how their policies and programmes affect communities half a century ago, and the change towards this was not introduced by the governments themselves but by external organisations who saw how the government was not utilizing the taxpayers' money as effective as they could be. These changes have become more and more valuable since the 1997 general election, where the Blair Government focused in reforming the public services and "modernizing" them, further emphasising the points made by the NPM (Drewry, Greve & Tanquerel, 2005: p60).

Accountability is important as 'embracing accountability increasingly makes economic sense for institutes in changing, and increasing, litigious society' (Punch, 2009: p205). This is important as those who are responsible for their actions should be held accountable to them and punished if need be. An example of where accountability has been enforced was during the late 20th century, where the Metropolitan Police only spent less than £2,000 worth of damages in seven cases in 1979. By 1986, this had risen dramatically to £373,000 in 126 cases, and by 1996/7, it again rose dramatically as nearly £4 million worth of damage was paid and 1,000 threatened actions had been put against the police. By 1999-2000, claims against all police forces had risen to nearly 6,000. Of those, 1,302 were resolved and 65 had gained damages amounted to £4.5 million (Punch, 2009: p206). This shows that the public was making sure that the Metropolitan Police were being held accountable for the damages they had caused during the cases the dealt with at that time , and the public was making sure that they were getting the compensation they deserve.

When discussing accountability there are two main principles which are frequently mentioned, those being Best Value and Value for Money. Value for Money (VFM) is defined as 'getting a good deal from public expenditure' (Department of Finance, 2015). VFM is a crucial factor to acknowledge when preparing ideas such as policies or programmes, or generally when taking any action which involves the use of public resources (Department of Finance, 2015). this shows that many of the organisations that use this term try their best to get the best deal they can from public expenses, or trying to spend the least amount of the public expenses as possible. Some examples of the organisations which use the term VFM would be the government, as they spend millions of the public's money improving the lives of those in their community, and the police, as they spend their budget on recruiting new officers or providing specialist training to officers that want to specialise in different areas such as riot police or detectives. Value for Money depends not only on policy drafts but also how those policies are carried out in society whilst still being as cost-effective as can be. This was evident in the 1980s as governments at the time contemplated how they could deliver their policies whilst being as cost-effective as they could, whilst also meeting the demands and expectations (Bourn, 2007: p53). This shows that VFM has been in use for decades by governments and combines both the cost-effectiveness and the implementation of the policies, which is aimed to assist the communities they are implemented in some way, however big or small they be.

Best Value is about guaranteeing that there is practical movement of resources and a respectful level of governance, as well as targeting improvement and delivering the highest possible outcomes for the public (Audit Scotland, 2020). Best Value places a duty upon all public bodies across the country and a statutory responsibility on local authorities like councils. It also places a formal responsibility on the Police Authorities and Chief Constables along with the Fire and Rescue Authorities and Chief Fire Officers, as well as the rest of the Accountable Officers in the public sector, with Chief Executives of NHS bodies being an example (Audit Scotland, 2020). This shows that many of the high ranking officials across the public sector have a responsibility to be as effective as they possibly could and making sure that they are focusing on improving the services they offer the public. When measuring how effective best value is there are three commonly used words, those are effective, how much money does the service(s) currently cost the government, efficient, how efficient are the service(s) in completing what they are intended to, and economical, how the service(s) use the resources they have at their disposal to achieve the results they seek and do they satisfy all of, if not most of, the stakeholders needs.

One public service that uses the Best Value principle would be the police service as they have a responsibility of protecting the public and reducing crime, and they do this whilst having to manage their resources, both financial and personnel, whilst also discovering different methods of combating crime and making sure that the public is informed about what they are doing to keep them safe, whilst also allowing the public to give their input on how they could deal with criminals and overall how they could improve. An example of this would be the police force in Scotland who in 2012, had £942 million to spend across the eight police forces. To make sure that they were being as cost-effective as they could be, the police authorities and forces had to make difficult choices between competing priorities, these decisions came with risks which affected people's lives in different ways, some priorities affected them directly others indirectly (Audit Scotland, 2012: p8). This shows that they had a good understanding about how each policy would affect individuals and communities and as a result of these policies, the link between the police authorities and the communities were strengthened through community policing.
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If the police want to be even more efficient with the resources they have at their disposal and make even more improvements, then one recommendation would encourage police forces to collaborate on buying equipment such as 'police helmets, shirts and vehicles' (Home Office, 2018). This was shown as between 2015 and 2018, police forces saved a total of £273 million on equipment costs (Home Office, 2018). One example of forces collaborating would be in 2018 where forces across the Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire and Cambridgeshire areas bought police uniforms collectively which halved the cost from £32.95 to £15.95 (Home Office, 2018). This would allow the police forces to have more money available to spend on 'local priorities' (Home Office, 2018), as well as having more money available to bring in more police officers to help deal with the underemployment. These extra funds available to bring in new officers is very much needed as in the previous decade, every year apart from 2019 saw a decrease in police officers in England and Wales (Home Office, 2019), and the underemployment has taken its toll as in 2018/19, crime rates in England and Wales are highest they've been since 2006/07 (Clark, 2019). Nick Hurd, the Minister for Police and Fire, commented on the savings in police budgets and stated: 
'"I congratulate the police on impressive progress in recent years to squeeze out inefficiency. However, these numbers show that their work is not complete. We will continue to work with the police to make sure that the taxpayer is getting value for money"' (Home Office, 2018).


Another recommendation would be to encourage multi-agency partnerships as partnerships between agencies is vital in helping reduce the risk of cases falling through the safeguarding system in place, as well as deterring domestic abuse at an early stage or avoid it from happening in the first place (College of Policing, 2018). Multi-agency partnerships facilitate many things, including enhanced information sharing and efficient identification of risks at early stages, these benefits allow police forces to keep their communities safer than if they worked by themselves. Agencies form these partnerships through information sharing agreements (ISAs) which have been well-developed and have to be regularly inspected at a force level, as well as having supervisors monitoring information shared by the police to guarantee that it obeys by the ISAs. In particular, the supervisor should analyse requests made by other agencies regarding sensitive and personal information (College of Policing, 2018). An example of a multi-agency partnership would be in 1998 where 5 authorities, the police, local authorities, fire and rescue authorities, the probation service and health service, were brought together under the Crime and Disorder Act to reduce crime and disorder, they achieve this by focusing on local issues and working with local communities to develop local crime priorities which are reviewed yearly (College of Policing). The role that the police and crime commissioners play in this partnership is working with local community safety partnerships (CSPs) to establish and improve local approaches to decrease and stop crime from occurring. Section 10 of the Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act, introduced in 2011, outlined an adaptable framework for partnership working between CSPs and PCCs, this framework allowed the agencies involved to adapt their approaches to reducing crime to fit meaningful local arrangements, however, they must respect the other agencies priorities when developing their plans to reduce crime (College of Policing, 2018). This is to ensure that they do not create a plan that clashes with others or has no need to be created as there are others which do an adequate job.

A final recommendation would be to work with communities more to develop and establish approaches to reduce crime. The process is known as engagement and it involves providing information and assuring to the public about what the police are doing in their area and to make sure that the community feels safe, as well as allowing the members of the public to recognize and enforce solutions to local problems (College of Policing, 2013). Community engagement does not happen regularly however and is often repeated over a long period. The plans created can be for a specific or focused issue or incident and can be carried out formally or informally (College of Policing, 2013). The methods used by the police in community engagement are tailor-made to meet the demands and desires of the community they are working with, this would enable members of the community to fully participate and to ensure that the service(s) are the most effective as well as the most efficient. On a neighbourhood level, decisions are made to allow officers to be flexible when adapting the approaches to suit the communities needs (College of Policing, 2013). Obstacles to engagements on both community and neighbourhood levels include social exclusion, troubles over privacy and low levels of confidence in the local police forces, among others. Those affected by these obstacles, or those who protected characteristics identified in the Equality Act 2010, are encouraged to engage in the preparation and help choose the approaches which benefit both them and their community the most. They are also encouraged to provide advice on how to overcome the previously mentioned barriers (College of Policing, 2013).

In conclusion, accountability is important in the public sector as it makes sure that the public services are getting the most they can out of the services they provide the public, which ultimately is funded by the public. It is also important as it makes sure that individuals, or groups, are held accountable for their actions, and penalised if need be. This was clear in the case of the Metropolitan Police in the late 20th, and early 21st centuries, as they had to pay huge amounts of money to those whom they caused to damage upon (Punch, 2009: p206). Value for Money and Best Value both contribute to accountability as they make sure that the services provided are as effective and as efficient as the possibility can. The Police is an example of a public service which uses the principles of Best Value as they have a responsibility of protecting the public and reducing crime, and they have to do this whilst also managing their resources to the best of their abilities to make sure that they have enough officers to protect a community for example. The principles of Best Value can always be improved and one way it could be improved is to encourage collaboration between police forces, as this would reduce the amount spent on police uniforms for examples (Home Office, 2018).
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