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Summary
The Whole of Government Accounts (WGA) is a world-leading document in helping 
the public understand both how government has used taxpayers’ money and what 
challenges face public finances in the future. However, the Treasury’s focus on the WGA 
being a backward-looking document considerably hampers its usefulness as a tool for 
information, accountability and planning.

The WGA does not demonstrate whether risks to public finances are well managed. It 
is not clear how the Treasury works with other government bodies to actively manage 
significant fiscal challenges highlighted in the WGA, such as the £152 billion liability 
for nuclear decommissioning, the £85 billion clinical negligence provision and the 
precarious financial position of local authorities, or how the Treasury assures itself that 
overall value for money is achieved. Where new risks such as COVID-19 emerge, there 
is an apparent lack of ownership by the Treasury of the analysis and scenario planning 
activities required to help it make difficult decisions about public spending.

The Treasury needs to build on the feedback it has received from users of the WGA by 
making the next WGA more forward-looking with respect to risks to public finances, 
fully capturing the impact of significant cross-government priorities such as COVID-19 
and EU Exit and exploring how it can make the underlying data more accessible to the 
public.
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Introduction
The WGA is a unique document which provides the most complete and accurate picture 
available of the UK public sector finances. The WGA is a set of financial statements 
prepared in accordance with International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS), which 
brings together information on the financial performance and position of over 9,000 
organisations across the UK public sector, including: central government departments; 
local authorities; devolved administrations; the NHS; academy schools; and public 
corporations such as the Bank of England. In 2018–19, the WGA included net expenditure 
(total expenditure less income) of £56.2 billion and net liabilities (the difference between 
assets and liabilities) of £2.5 trillion. The Treasury published WGA 2018–19 on 21 July 
2020, 15 months after the end of the financial year. The Comptroller & Auditor General 
again qualified his opinion on the 2018–19 accounts as a result of longstanding financial 
reporting issues. The Committee has previously recommended that the Treasury: use 
the WGA to provide better insight into how well the government is managing risks to 
fiscal sustainability, including providing more information on how well government is 
performing against its key policy objectives relating to managing fiscal risks; ensures 
that users of the accounts have access to the information they find valuable in the WGA 
and make improvements in harmonisation of the information provided by individual 
components; and that the Treasury focuses its efforts on making the WGA as useful as 
possible to its users, whether that be through bringing the publication earlier or through 
enhancing the insight it provides.
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Conclusions and recommendations
1.	 The WGA still does not provide Parliament and the public with the information 

that they need to better understand the government’s financial position and 
exposure to fiscal risk. Using the annual report to give the reader an understanding of 
the development, performance and position of an organisation’s business, including 
a consideration of how forward-looking risk is managed is standard practice across 
the private and public sector. The WGA falls significantly below this standard and is 
not meeting the needs of its users. We have made previous recommendations that the 
Treasury should include more information on the principal risks and uncertainties 
facing the economy in the WGA, but it remains a backward-looking document that 
does not tell the reader about these risks or how they are being managed. There is 
considerable unprecedented uncertainty over the health of the UK’s public finances 
as a result of EU Exit and the COVID-19 pandemic. We expect the WGA to fully 
explain how these events may impact the economy and what government is doing to 
achieve the best outcome. The key information around expenditure on COVID-19 
disclosed in the WGA is based on a NAO report, rather than data collected and 
monitored by the Treasury. In its role as centre of government, the Treasury can 
collect spending data from departments in relation to the pandemic and present 
this in one place, giving a whole of government view.

Recommendation: The Treasury should ensure that the WGA is a forward-looking 
document, providing the public and Parliament with the information that they 
need to better understand how the government manages its financial position and 
exposure to fiscal risk.

2.	 There is an apparent lack of ownership by the Treasury of the analysis and 
scenario planning activities necessary to manage the impact of COVID-19 on 
government finances. The scale of the likely increase in government borrowing 
to fund government’s response to COVID-19 is a significant new challenge to the 
Treasury’s objective to place the public finances on a sustainable footing. While the 
Office for Budget Responsibility is responsible for producing economic forecasts and 
analysis of the public finances, it is a matter for government to determine how that 
information is used to make policy decisions. The Treasury has not explained how 
the current and future impact of COVID-19 would affect planned or committed 
investments, projects and programmes, and how these would be prioritised should 
decisions be needed on which to delay or cancel. When it comes to future spending 
decisions, it is important for the Treasury to have a detailed plan in order to make 
strategic decisions about where planned funding can be cut or re-deployed to meet 
changing priorities. However, the Treasury has not conducted scenario analysis on 
how the economic impact of COVID-19 might affect decisions to set aside projects 
and investments, and plans to only undertake such scenario planning as part of 
the next spending review. The Treasury has also not undertaken analysis of how 
increases in the UK’s ratio of debt to GDP as a result of COVID-19 may impact the 
country’s credit rating or analysed how long the country can continue to borrow at 
the current rate.
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Recommendation: The Treasury should write to the committee setting out what 
specific analysis it is currently undertaking as it manages the economic impacts 
of COVID-19.

3.	 The WGA does not provide assurance that significant risks to the UK’s financial 
sustainability are well managed. A key consideration for any organisation is 
its financial sustainability. There are several government liabilities disclosed 
in the WGA that, due to their size and nature, represent significant risks to the 
UK finances. For example, the liabilities related to nuclear decommissioning are 
complex and costly, being valued at some £152.2 billion at 31 March 2019. The 
provisions arising from clinical negligence are now valued at £85.3 billion, with a 
similar level of new cases being reported every year. In future years, the government 
will be further exposed to liabilities arising from its response to COVID-19 that 
will require strategic management. Yet the WGA does not explain how the Treasury 
works with other departments and bodies who manage the activities underlying the 
liabilities to ensure that the risks to financial sustainability are well managed and 
that taxpayers are getting value for money.

Recommendation: The Treasury should provide meaningful insight through the 
WGA into how it works with other government bodies to ensure risks to financial 
sustainability are appropriately managed.

4.	 The financial sustainability of some local authorities presents a significant risk 
to government. While local authorities have autonomy over their spending, the 
Treasury is the ‘funder of last resort’ should a local authority become insolvent. 
As COVID-19 has increased the fiscal pressures many government bodies face, 
we expect that more local authorities will soon be unable to balance their books 
and will be forced to issue section 114 notices in order to suspend non-essential 
expenditure. We would expect the Treasury to have oversight of the sector in order 
to properly manage the wider risk to the public finances and expect it to report on 
how it is managing this risk in the WGA. The Redmond review has highlighted a 
lack of oversight of local government and serious issues in the local government 
sector, including failures in current local audit arrangements.

Recommendation: The Treasury should work with the Ministry of Housing, 
Communities and Local Government to ensure government’s response to the 
Redmond review is agreed and implemented as soon as possible. It should set out 
how it knows its oversight of local government fiscal risks is effective in the WGA 
given government’s exposure as the funder of last resort.

5.	 The Treasury has aspirations to standardise financial reporting across 
government but has not set out how this will make the WGA more useful or 
accessible. The Treasury faces difficulties when trying to categorise transactions and 
balances reported by over 9,000 organisations into robust categories that are useful 
to the user. The Government Finance Function within the Treasury is undertaking 
work to align finance processes across government such as expense claims. It is also 
planning to standardise how Departments categorise their balances and transactions, 
which should reduce the significant manual work required to produce the WGA. 
We welcome all efforts to enhance the quality of information provided in the WGA 
and support the Treasury’s work to achieve this aim. We previously recommended 
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that financial reporting within the WGA could be improved by providing more 
detailed disclosures, in addition to that required by financial reporting standards. 
We expect the work of the Government Finance Function could result in the WGA 
including more useful information for users, such as much more detailed analysis 
of how taxpayers’ money is spent on the purchase of goods and services, the costs 
across government of EU Exit and the cost of COVID-19. The Treasury’s plans to 
publish underlying data alongside the WGA is an innovative solution that could 
further improve transparency and accessibility.

Recommendation: The Treasury should report against the progress of the work 
carried out by the Government Finance Function in the WGA given how key it is 
to improving both the production of the WGA and the insights it can provide. It 
should ensure its programme includes and accelerates plans to implement tools 
and processes to improve the information it gathers on cross-government issues 
such as EU Exit and COVID-19.

6.	 The quality of the next WGA will suffer if the Treasury does not resolve challenges 
in its accounts production process. In recent years, the WGA has improved in 
quality and the Treasury has taken steps to address our recommendations, such as 
improving the breakdown of the purchase of goods and services note. We would 
like to see these improvements continue at pace. We are, however, concerned that 
delays in local government audit and the extension of the administrative deadlines 
for central government accounts will lead to delays in the Treasury receiving 
returns for the WGA. In the current WGA, the delay in completion of audits of 
local government bodies has already led to a lower quality picture of the financial 
performance and position of the UK public sector than in the previous year. In 
addition, the consolidation module of the new OSCAR II IT system is not yet 
finalised. These are significant challenges to Treasury’s expectation to publish the 
WGA 2019–20 in June 2021, one month earlier than was achieved for the WGA 
2018–19.

Recommendation: The Treasury should set out how it is going to meet the 
challenging timetable it has set for the WGA 2019–20 without leading to a decline 
in the quality of the account.
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1	 Treasury’s role in managing risk
1.	 Based on the Whole of Government Accounts (WGA) for the year ended 31 March 
2019, we took evidence from HM Treasury (the Treasury) on 19 November 2020.1

2.	 The WGA is a unique document which provides the most complete and accurate 
picture available of the UK public sector finances. It is a set of financial statements 
prepared in accordance with International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS), which 
brings together information on the financial performance and position of over 9,000 
organisations across the UK public sector, including: central government departments; 
local authorities; devolved administrations; the NHS; academy schools; and public 
corporations such as the Bank of England.2 The Treasury published the WGA 2018–19 
on 21 July 2020, 15 months after the end of the financial year. The Comptroller & Auditor 
General again qualified his opinion on the 2018–19 accounts as a result of longstanding 
financial reporting issues including: the omission of some significant bodies from the 
accounts, including the Royal Bank of Scotland; inconsistent accounting policies across 
the organisations included in the WGA; qualifications owing to issues in the underlying 
accounts of organisations included in the WGA, such as the Ministry of Defence; and the 
impact of academy schools having a different financial year to the rest of government.3

3.	 We have previously recommended that the Treasury: use the WGA to provide better 
insight into how well the government is managing risks to fiscal sustainability, including 
providing more information on how well government is performing against its key policy 
objectives relating to managing fiscal risks; ensure that users of the accounts have access to 
the information they find valuable in the WGA and make improvements in harmonisation 
of the information provided by individual components; and focus its efforts on making the 
WGA as useful as possible to its users, whether that be through bringing the publication 
earlier or through enhancing the insight it provides.4

Government’s financial position and exposure to fiscal risk

4.	 In 2018–19, the WGA included net expenditure (total expenditure less income) 
of £56.2 billion and net liabilities (the difference between assets and liabilities) of £2.5 
trillion. At 31 March 2019, government borrowing was £1.4 trillion and the net liabilities 
of public sector pension schemes was £1.9 trillion.5

5.	 In November 2020 the Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) reported that 
COVID-19 had, at that date, caused the economy to shrink by 11% in 2020, the largest 
drop in over 300 years. Support for public services, households and businesses had pushed 
the deficit to £394 billion (19% of GDP, the highest since 1944), and debt above 100% of 
GDP (for the first time since 1960).6 The Treasury told us that this was a consequence of 
lower economic activity, support provided through additional spending and tax cuts and 
deferrals resulting in an extremely serious and a very significant hit to the fiscal position.7

1	 HM Treasury, Whole of Government Accounts: year ended 31 March 2019, HC 500, July 2020
2	 WGA 2018–19, para 1, p 185
3	 WGA 2018–19, p 180
4	 Chair of Public Accounts Committee, Letter to Sir Tom Scholar, September 2019
5	 WGA 2018–19, pp 77–79
6	 Office for Budget Responsibility, Economic and Fiscal Outlook - November 2020, CP 318, November 2020, para 

1.2, 1.4, p 5
7	 Q 15

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/902427/WGA_2018-19_Final_signed_21-07-20_for_APS.pdf
https://old.parliament.uk/documents/commons-committees/public-accounts/Correspondence/2017-19/Letter-from-Chair-to-Sir-Tom-Scholar-Evidence-session-on-Whole-Government-Accounts-190902.pdf
http://cdn.obr.uk/CCS1020397650-001_OBR-November2020-EFO-v2-Web-accessible.pdf
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6.	 As this Committee has previously reported, while the WGA is a set of financial 
statements prepared in accordance with International Financial Reporting Standards 
(IFRS), the Treasury can provide additional information that it considers useful to the 
reader in the notes to the accounts and in its commentary in the performance report.8 
In our letter to the Treasury last year, we stated that we would like the WGA to provide 
better insight into how well the government is managing risks to fiscal sustainability, 
stressing how important it is that the accounts include the major outflows of income and 
expenditure that we know will happen in future years - including the state pension, future 
tax receipts or planned major changes to government spending, including any impact 
relating to EU Exit – to enable the public and Parliament to get the full picture of the 
fiscal risks facing the economy.9 How the Treasury manages these fiscal risks, and the new 
emerging risks due to COVID-19, was not explained in the WGA 2018–19.

7.	 The WGA 2018–19 disclosures relating to COVID-19 relied heavily on a summary 
of a report produced by the National Audit Office.10 The Treasury did not attempt to 
explain to Parliament or the user of the accounts how it was managing the fiscal risk 
COVID-19 poses for the economy, nor how it may impact the government’s fiscal position 
going forwards. In our evidence session the Treasury reiterated its position that it views 
the WGA as a backward-looking, retrospective document and said that while it wants to 
set out the risks across government and how these risks were mitigated and controlled, 
it was not convinced that the WGA was the best place to set out how it was managing 
forward-looking risk.11 This is despite the fact this is standard practice across public and 
private sector accounts, and that stakeholders, including this Committee, have given 
Treasury clear feedback to make the performance report forward looking and requested 
that it cover issues such as government debt, the burden of paying for COVID-19 and the 
maturity of liabilities.12

Management of significant risks to financial sustainability

8.	 The WGA discloses a number of significant liabilities that due to their size and 
nature pose unique risks to the UK’s financial sustainability and government’s ability 
to achieve value for money. At 31 March 2019, the UK’s liability in relation to nuclear 
decommissioning was some £152 billion.13 Whilst this was a fall from £263 billion in the 
previous year, nearly all of that decrease was due to the change in the discount rate used 
to calculate future liabilities, and not related to a change in the underlying nature of the 
UK’s liability.14 Similarly, new clinical negligence cases remained broadly flat year on year, 
contributing to a provision for clinical negligence of £85 billion.15

9.	 We have recently raised concerns regarding the uncertainty of the estimated costs 
of decommissioning the civil nuclear estate and highlighted a shortage of skills at the 
Nuclear Decommissioning Authority (NDA) and a lack of oversight from the Department 
for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) under previous models of outsourcing 

8	 Committee of Public Accounts Seventy-Fourth Report of Session 2017–19, Whole of Government Accounts, HC 
464, January 2019, para 7, p 10

9	 Letter to Tom Scholar, September 2019
10	 WGA 2018–19, pp 3–7
11	 Q 29
12	 Q 115; The Companies Act 2006, 414C
13	 WGA 2018–19, p 133
14	 WGA 2018–19, para 1.75, p 38
15	 WGA 2018–19, p 138; WGA 2018–19, p 133

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubacc/464/464.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/46/section/414C
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decommissioning.16 We therefore asked what control the Treasury was exerting over the 
whole of the project. The Treasury told us that it is closely involved in the management 
of the liability, working alongside BEIS, but provided no specific examples of how it 
does this.17 When we asked what controls it had in place to ensure that the NDA was 
ensuring that the most cost-effective options were being used during decommissioning, 
the Treasury said that while its spending team works with BEIS, the parent department, 
the expertise sits within the NDA and therefore the Treasury was unable to second-guess 
them.18 The Treasury agreed to consider whether itself and BEIS, in managing the liability 
with NDA, needed a change in mindset to ensure that the required work is being done in 
the most cost-effective way.19

10.	 Regarding the provision for clinical negligence, the WGA shows a levelling off of new 
cases and explains that in the second year of its new strategy to tackle clinical negligence 
laid out in April 2017, NHS Resolution mediated 380 cases, or 110% more than the previous 
year.20 We asked the Treasury what progress was being made to control the liability. The 
Treasury responded that clinical negligence had been picked up by the balance sheet 
review and that the lead for this area was the Department for Health and Social Care, 
working with a cross-government taskforce that involved the Treasury.21

Analysis and scenario planning

11.	 The scale of the likely increase in government borrowing to fund government’s 
response to COVID-19 is a significant new challenge to the Treasury’s objective to place 
the public finances on a sustainable footing.22 In its report on Evaluating the government 
balance sheet: borrowing published in November 2017, the NAO noted that the Treasury 
had begun to strengthen its approach to analysing the government’s balance sheet and 
evaluating fiscal risk, but the work at that time was at an early stage and not sufficiently 
embedded to provide the Treasury with a common view of risk to inform its decision-
making.23

12.	 We were therefore interested in what analysis the Treasury had now been conducting 
in order to give assurance that it had a handle on the fiscal risks the pandemic poses to 
the UK economy and fiscal sustainability. We asked what projections the Treasury had 
for tax receipts in the short and medium term and whether it had been working with 
Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC) to produce those projections. The Treasury 
responded that projection is the job of the OBR.24

13.	 With the UK’s debt as a proportion of GDP above 100%, any increases in interest 
rates would have a significant impact on the economy and government spending. When 
asked whether it was modelling for interest rate increases, the Treasury confirmed that 
it did, but deferred to the OBR as the prime place for this information, noting that the 

16	 Public Accounts Committee, Twenty-Eighth Report of Session 2019–21, The Nuclear Decommissioning 
Authority’s management of the Magnox contract, HC 653 November 2020

17	 Q 77
18	 Q 79
19	 Q 81
20	 WGA 2018–19, p 41
21	 Qq 75–76
22	 WGA 2018–19, para 1.12, p 3
23	 National Audit Office, Evaluating the government balance sheet: borrowing, HC 526, November 2017
24	 Q 16

https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3703/documents/36067/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3703/documents/36067/default/
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Evaluating-the-government-balance-sheet-borrowing.pdf
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OBR’s fiscal risk report specifically identifies rising interest as one of the big risks for the 
public finances. When pushed to expand on the impact of rising interest rates on the 
public finances, the Treasury outlined in general terms how interest rate rises would result 
in bigger debt interest costs and less for other public spending.25 When asked whether 
it had conducted any analysis or forecasting on further significant increases in debt to 
GDP ratios, the Treasury deferred to the OBR.26 The Treasury also confirmed that it had 
not conducted any analysis on how the increased debt to GDP ratio may impact the UK’s 
credit rating.27

14.	 Although at some points during our evidence session the Treasury stated that it was 
conducting forecasting and scenario planning, it was not clear what this entailed, how 
this differed from work by third parties such as the OBR, and whether this was business 
as usual or additional work specifically to address risks arising from COVID-19.28

15.	 If debt payments increase, or tax receipts decrease, there will be a decrease in budget 
available for other public spending.29 We asked the Treasury whether it had identified 
what current projects may need to be cancelled, or what potential investments foregone, 
due to the ongoing impact of COVID-19 on the economy. The Treasury said that due to 
the huge uncertainty surrounding the pandemic, government had decided to not have an 
autumn budget and had replaced the planned three-year spending review with a one-year 
review, and it would be at this full spending review next year where it would consider 
priorities for the rest of the Parliament.30

Financial sustainability of local authorities

16.	 As the UK Government has a devolved structure, local authorities have significant 
autonomy over their spending and have powers to invest in commercial property. We 
have, over a number of years, raised concerns over the behaviour of local authorities with 
regards to commercial property investments, noting as far back as 2016 that the government 
appeared complacent to the risk that these investments posed to local authority finances.31 
In our recent July report into Local authority investment in commercial property, we 
concluded that the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) 
had failed to ensure local authorities adhered to guidance, which led to many taking on 
excessive and risky debt. We also found that MHCLG did not have the data it needed to 
carry out its oversight responsibilities.32

17.	 In September 2020, Sir Tony Redmond published his report Independent Review into 
the Oversight of Local Audit and the Transparency of Local Authority Financial Reporting 
(Redmond Review), noting that the local audit market is very fragile.33 He concluded that 
current local audit arrangements fail to deliver, in full, policy objectives underpinning 
the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, and reported an overriding concern that 
25	 Qq 22–24, 48
26	 Qq 45–49
27	 Qq 52–53
28	 Qq 35, 50
29	 Q 24; WGA 2018–19, p 16
30	 Qq 17, 36–38
31	 Public Accounts Committee, Twenty-sixth Report of Session 2016–17, Financial sustainability of local authorities, 

HC708, November 2016
32	 Public Accounts Committee, Eleventh Report of Session 2019–21, Local authority investment in commercial 

property, HC 312, July 2020, paras 2, 7
33	 Sir Tony Redmond, Independent Review into the Oversight, September 2020, page 1

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmpubacc/708/708.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/1845/documents/19224/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/1845/documents/19224/default/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/916217/Redmond_Review.pdf
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there is a lack of coherence and public accountability within the existing system.34 Local 
Government statutory accounts are the only information provided by local authorities 
that are independently verified through external audit and so function as a key assurance 
mechanism for government.35 The Treasury stated it was working with MHCLG on the 
Redmond Review and were looking to published a co-ordinated response to the review by 
the end of 2020.36

18.	 The Treasury confirmed to us that it ultimately bears the financial risk for local 
authorities. We expressed concerns about the level of oversight and control that the Treasury 
is exercising and whether it has a sufficient handle on this issue. The Treasury responded 
that it is working very closely with MHCLG to collect real-time data, but these regular 
data collection exercises have been limited to special-ringfenced funding allocations for 
COVID-19.37 The Treasury also stated that MHCLG has shared its assessment of the 
number of councils that are in significant financial difficulty and that its spending teams 
work closely with MHCLG.38

34	 Redmond review, pp 72–74
35	 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, Local authority financial reporting and external 

audit: government response to the independent review, December 2020
36	 Q 103
37	 Q 109
38	 Q 111

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-authority-financial-reporting-and-external-audit-government-response-to-the-redmond-review/local-authority-financial-reporting-and-external-audit-government-response-to-the-independent-review
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-authority-financial-reporting-and-external-audit-government-response-to-the-redmond-review/local-authority-financial-reporting-and-external-audit-government-response-to-the-independent-review
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2	 Usefulness and Quality of the WGA

Standardising financial reporting

19.	 We have previously recommended that financial reporting within the WGA should 
be improved by providing more detailed disclosures to ensure that users of the account 
have the comprehensive information needed to understand the public finances.39 WGA 
is increasingly important to ensuring accountability for public spending on key areas 
of public interest, for example, it has the potential to help the public and Parliament 
understand the current and likely future impact of EU Exit on the public finances 
overall.40 While the WGA 2018–19 did include an estimate of the future liability related 
to the financial settlement with the EU, it did not include granular information on cross-
government spend on EU Exit. Instead the performance report section Spending on EU 
preparations was based on the high-level figures from a NAO report.41

20.	 For the WGA to record the impact of COVID-19, government bodies will need to 
record costs in a manner that allows the increase in spending due to COVID-19 to be 
identifiable from any other changes in spending.42 The Treasury outlined that it was 
asking Departments to track and record how they are using the ring-fenced money for 
COVID and EU spending, however this involved significant judgement and manual 
intervention. The Treasury also confirmed that it was in the early stages of considering 
how to identify and report non ring-fenced spend on COVID-19 and EU Exit , but were 
not actively looking at introducing time recording processes to enable staff costs to be 
recorded against COVID-19 or EU exit.43 This would be essential to capture both the 
true cost to the government of undertaking this work, and whether government has the 
capacity to deliver.

21.	 Previously the Treasury has expressed dissatisfaction at the level of expenditure 
across all types of government spending that is classified as miscellaneous or other by 
WGA bodies, as it prevents the WGA providing more granular information. The Treasury 
stated that the implementation of the new OSCAR II IT system should help improve the 
quality of the information disclosed.44 To further improve the quality of information about 
what costs Departments have incurred, the Treasury’s Government Finance Function is 
planning to bring in a standard chart of accounts which it believes will remove manual 
work in Departments and provide more granular data.45 However, the introduction of a 
standard chart of accounts is a time-intensive and costly task, which would need to be 
timed with when Departments were already changing systems and the Treasury also need 
to consider interactions with shared service centres. This aspiration aligns with other 
work already undertaken in the Government Finance Function around converging other 
processes, such as expense claims.46

39	 Letter to Sir Tom Scholar, September 2019
40	 Public Accounts Committee, Seventy-Fourth Report of Session 2017–19, para 3
41	 WGA 2018–19, p 12; National Audit Office, The cost of EU Exit preparations, HC 102, March 2020
42	 Q 84
43	 Qq 89, 92
44	 Public Accounts Committee, Seventy-Fourth Report of Session 2017–19, para 9
45	 Q 93
46	 Qq 94, 95

https://www.nao.org.uk/report/the-cost-of-eu-exit-preparations/
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Risks to quality

22.	 We see WGA as a valuable and important document for both providing transparency 
and holding the government to account. In recent years, the Treasury has improved 
the quality of the WGA and has taken steps to address our recommendations, such as 
working towards improving the breakdown of the purchase of goods and services note, 
and providing more useful disclosures in the performance report regarding important 
areas such as provisions, contingent liabilities, and public sector pensions.47

23.	 The NAO highlighted in the C&AG Report for the WGA for the year ended 31 
March 2019that the failure to complete local government audits in a timely fashion led to 
both an increasing number of bodies whose financial information is not included in the 
WGA and an increase in the number of bodies whose financial information included in 
the WGA has not been audited. This resulted in a lower quality picture of the financial 
performance and position of the UK public sector and impacts on the ability to conduct 
trend analysis of the government’s financial performance and position over time .48 The 
NAO also warned that challenges to sustainability in the local government audit market, 
an issue also highlighted in the Redmond Review, may continue to affect the quality and 
timeliness of the WGA in the future.49

24.	 We expect the COVID-19 pandemic to exacerbate these challenges to the timely 
production of the WGA in future. The Treasury accepted that it can only start to 
produce the account once it receives a critical mass of audited returns from bodies and 
that COVID-19 and issues in the local audit market will present significant challenges 
in producing the WGA 2019–20. Returns for WGA are audited and based on bodies’ 
statutory accounts. At the date of our evidence session in November last year, there were 
still four major government departments which had not yet published their statutory 
accounts for 2019–20.50 The Treasury expected that OSCAR II will be able to produce 
the consolidation much more quickly once data returns have been received, however the 
OSCAR II consolidation module was not yet operational.51

47	 WGA 2018–19, pp 37–47, 60–62
48	 WGA 2018–19, p 186
49	 WGA 2018–19, p 186; Redmond Review, p 1
50	 Qq 99, 108
51	 Qq 88, 99
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Formal minutes
Thursday 14 January 2021

Virtual meeting

Members present:

Meg Hillier, in the Chair

Shaun Bailey
Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown
Barry Gardiner

Peter Grant
James Wild

Draft Report (Whole of Government Accounts 2018–19), proposed by the Chair, brought 
up and read.

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.

Paragraphs 1 to 24 read and agreed to.

Summary agreed to.

Introduction agreed to.

Conclusions and recommendations agreed to.

Resolved, That the Report be the Thirty-Seventh of the Committee to the House.

Ordered, That the Chair make the Report to the House.

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the provi-
sions of Standing Order No. 134.

[Adjourned till Monday 18 January at 1:45pm
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Witnesses
The following witnesses gave evidence. Transcripts can be viewed on the inquiry publications 
page of the Committee’s website.

Thursday 19 November 2020

Sir Tom Scholar, Permanent Secretary, HM Treasury; Cat Little, Director General, 
Public Spending, HM Treasury; Vicky Rock, Director, Public Spending, HM Treasury� Q1–118

https://committees.parliament.uk/work/758/default/publications/oral-evidence/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/758/default/publications/oral-evidence/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/1251/default/
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during the current Parliament
All publications from the Committee are available on the publications page of the 
Committee’s website.
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Number Title Reference

1st Support for children with special educational needs and 
disabilities

HC 85

2nd Defence Nuclear Infrastructure HC 86

3rd High Speed 2: Spring 2020 Update HC 84

4th EU Exit: Get ready for Brexit Campaign HC 131

5th University technical colleges HC 87

6th Excess votes 2018–19 HC 243

7th Gambling regulation: problem gambling and protecting 
vulnerable people

HC 134

8th NHS capital expenditure and financial management HC 344

9th Water supply and demand management HC 378

10th Defence capability and the Equipment Plan HC 247

11th Local authority investment in commercial property HC 312

12th Management of tax reliefs HC 379

13th Whole of Government Response to COVID-19 HC 404

14th Readying the NHS and social care for the COVID-19 peak HC 405

15th Improving the prison estate HC 244

16th Progress in remediating dangerous cladding HC 406

17th Immigration enforcement HC 407

18th NHS nursing workforce HC 408

19th Restoration and renewal of the Palace of Westminster HC 549

20th Tackling the tax gap HC 650

21st Government support for UK exporters HC 679

22nd Digital transformation in the NHS HC 680

23rd Delivering carrier strike HC 684

24th Selecting towns for the Towns Fund HC 651

25th Asylum accommodation and support transformation 
programme

HC 683

26th Department of Work and Pensions Accounts 2019–20 HC 681

27th Covid-19: Supply of ventilators HC 685

28th The Nuclear Decommissioning Authority’s management of 
the Magnox contract

HC 653

https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/127/public-accounts-committee/publications/
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29th Whitehall preparations for EU Exit HC 682

30th The production and distribution of cash HC 654

31st Starter Homes HC 88
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33rd Covid-19: Bounce Back Loan Scheme HC 687
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36th HMRC performance 2019–20 HC 690
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