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SUMMARY
In the British system, Parliament has a unique constitutional role in providing authority for the government to raise money through taxes; to approve the government’s spending plans; and to hold the government to account for the way money is spent. The legislature’s role in holding ‘the power of the purse’ over the government is of great historical importance and there is still considerable rhetorical, political and even cultural resonance in the idea that the government cannot extract taxes without allowing people a say in the running of the country.
However, the reality today is that Parliament’s financial scrutiny role has been emptied of much of its meaning. The government normally gets exactly the taxation and budgetary proposals it wants, in the form it wants them, and in the British system the impact of the legislature on taxation and on the budgetary process is one of the weakest among developed countries. An IMF index of the budgetary powers of national legislatures put the United Kingdom almost at the bottom. There are some steps which could improve this situation.
On the other hand, the British system for ‘ex post’ scrutiny of public expenditure is one of the better systems in the world, although there are some steps which could further strengthen it. The UK’s Supreme Audit Institution is the National Audit Office (NAO), which has been a pioneer in the field of value-for-money and performance audit work. The NAO was awarded the Jörg Kandutsch Award by other members of the International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions (INTOSAI) in recognition of its important role. The NAO produces 50 to 60 detailed value-for-money reports each year on different aspects of UK government performance, on which the Public Accounts Committee in Parliament takes evidence from the legally responsible Accounting Officer in each government department. This work is in addition to the NAO’s core financial audit function across the whole of UK central government.
While other countries now have little to learn from the British system in terms of the role of the legislature in taxation and budgetary control (although there is much that we could learn from overseas), the British experience will be of more interest to those who wish to examine how a legislature working closely with a Supreme Audit Institution may provide effective performance audit and value-for-money audit of the work of government and its agencies.
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Scrutiny and Monitoring Functions of Parliament

The historical background

In the British system, the role of the House of Commons in controlling the government’s access to money is a venerated part of our history and traditions. As one walks through the public entrance to the House of Commons, there is an enormous painting of Cardinal Wolsey, who was Lord Chancellor to Henry VIII, together with Sir Thomas More and other Members of the House of Commons. The caption reads: 

‘Sir Thomas More, as Speaker of the Commons, in spite of Cardinal Wolsey's imperious demand, refuses to grant King Henry VIII a subsidy without due debate’ (my emphasis) . 

The history of the struggle of the House of Commons for greater power over the government has largely been the struggle to ensure that the people could not be taxed without their consent, and that the very means of governing - money - would not be available unless those who were governed could call their government to account. There are two houses in the British Parliament, the House of Commons and the House of Lords – and, in order to become law, a Bill must pass through both houses of Parliament and then receive the assent of the Monarch.  
The primacy of the democratic lower house, the House of Commons, stems directly from achieving exclusive power over decisions about money and tax, rather than sharing this power with the House of Lords or the Monarch. To this day, all Money Bills (i.e. legislation concerning tax or government spending) must start in the House of Commons, not the House of Lords, as a reminder of the primacy of the Commons.
The legislature’s role in holding ‘the power of the purse’ over the government is thus of great historical importance. The idea that the government cannot extract taxes without allowing people a say in the running of the country still has considerable political resonance and rhetorical power and is in some ways a central aspect of British political culture. Indeed, it was Britain’s failure to observe its own principles in this respect which spurred on the American Revolution and led to the great cry: ‘No taxation without representation’.

Parliament retains its unique constitutional role in providing authority for the government to raise money through taxes; to approve the government’s spending plans; and to hold the government to account for the way money is spent. The theoretical position is one of great power.
The modern reality
Yet the modern reality is that “Parliament often seems at its weakest in the control and scrutiny of public money. Taxes and duties are raised, and public money is spent, with formal parliamentary authority. However, such authority is almost invariably granted in the form proposed by the government”.
 In the British system, the impact of the legislature on taxation and on the budgetary process is one of the weakest among developed countries. The index of the budgetary powers of national legislatures drawn up by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) measures various factors on a scale of 1 to 10 (10 is the highest possible score) including:
· whether the legislature approves an annual budget strategy;

· the extent of its powers to amend draft budgets;

· the time for discussion of the annual budget within the legislature;

· the technical support received by the legislature for scrutinising the budget; and 

· the government’s ability to modify the budget once it has been approved.

Only the United States
 has the highest possible score of 10. The UK scores 1, in common with Australia and Canada, with only one country, New Zealand, scoring zero:
	IMF index of budgetary powers of national legislatures
  

	Country
	Index of budgetary powers (out of 10)

	United States
	10

	Sweden
	9

	Italy
	7

	Japan
	7

	Austria
	6

	Finland
	6

	Netherlands
	6

	Norway
	6

	France
	4

	Germany
	4

	Spain
	3

	Australia
	1

	Canada
	1

	United Kingdom
	1

	New Zealand
	0


There are many reasons for the weakness of Parliament in exercising effective control of finance, despite Parliament’s theoretically powerful position. At the heart of the problem lies the very weak form of the Separation of Powers between the Executive and the Legislature. In the British system the Executive is in effect a subset of the Legislature. The Prime Minister is the person who can command a majority in the House of Commons
 and he or she must be a Member of the House of Commons. The Prime Minister must also appoint other ministers from among the ranks of Members of Parliament, mostly members of the House of Commons. In a limited number of cases, the Prime Minister can appoint outsiders as ministers but even they must immediately be appointed as members of the (non-elected) House of Lords, to fulfil the expectation that all ministers shall be Members of one House or the other.
The result is that most financial scrutiny, for example of the government’s spending plans and priorities, is considered as just another part of the government’s political programme and is almost entirely subject to considerations of partisanship and party voting.  Even where financial scrutiny is very detailed, such as for the government’s tax proposals, it does not normally lead to any changes of significance.
The main areas
 where Parliament exercises financial scrutiny are as follows:

1. the Budget and Financial Legislation

2. Tax and Tax Administration

3. Government Spending Plans and Priorities
4. Public Expenditure Evaluation (‘ex post’)

1.
Parliamentary Scrutiny of The Budget and Financial Legislation

The Budget 

Budget Day is one of the ‘high days’ of the parliamentary calendar. It attracts enormous attention from politicians and the media. The Chancellor of the Exchequer (finance minister) delivers a Budget Statement to Parliament in which he sets out the government’s economic and financial forecasts, and overall plans for spending and taxation. This usually takes place in March or April.

There follows a parliamentary debate over several days during which Members of Parliament are permitted to discuss almost any issue, ranging from broad issues of macro-economic policy such as the balance of state spending, interest rate policy and the performance of the economy, to the effectiveness and efficiency of specific tax proposals, the difficulties faced by individual taxpayers in filing their tax returns, as well as broader issues connected with the government’s priorities for  spending.

The House of Commons Treasury Select Committee
 – a permanent parliamentary committee which shadows the work of the Treasury (finance ministry) – also takes oral evidence from the Chancellor of the Exchequer and Treasury officials, as well as from outside experts, and publishes its own report to the House.

By tradition, the Budget is kept secret until the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s statement on Budget Day. Even members of the Cabinet will only learn about the full contents of the Budget shortly before it is delivered. 
The tradition of secrecy was taken much more seriously in the past, but nowadays the government carefully leaks selected parts of the Budget to newspapers in the months prior to Budget Day, in order to influence political and economic commentators. This process can conceal as much as it reveals, especially about unpopular details to which the government does not wish to draw attention. 
It also means that Parliament as a whole has very little input and influence over the government’s thinking, although Members of Parliament of the governing party who wish to see their favourite proposals included in the Budget will privately lobby ministers, sometimes with success. In common with other aspects of parliamentary scrutiny, one is more likely to influence the government before a policy (or legislative proposal) is announced publicly and the formal process has started.
In addition, the Government now produces a Pre-Budget Report (PBR) three months or so beforehand, in the November or December preceding the Budget. This provides the latest available information on the government’s own finances as well as updated economic forecasts. The PBR has often given a fairly accurate indication of the shape of the forthcoming Budget, further weakening the case for Budget secrecy.
The PBR contains an outline of the intended direction of macro-economic policy and also some indication of provisional tax measures. It would therefore provide a good starting point for much greater parliamentary involvement. There is actually considerable scope and time for parliamentary input and debate on these different and crucial elements of the Budget process.

As the Hansard Society has suggested, “in the period between the Pre-Budget and the main Budget, parliamentary committees should take expert and public evidence on the government’s plans, make a case for the priorities it wishes government to consider, and ensure the government provides full information and explanation for its proposals. There should also be more opportunities to debate and question government spending proposals
”.
Timing of the Budget

The timing of the Budget also raises issues for effective scrutiny. The Budget is normally presented to Parliament just before the Easter parliamentary recess, which leaves little opportunity for parliamentary debate. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has issued guidelines
 on Budget transparency, which state that:
“The government’s draft budget should be submitted to Parliament far enough in advance to allow Parliament to review it properly. In no case should this be less than three months prior to the start of the fiscal year….The Budget is the government’s key policy document. It should be comprehensive, encompassing all government revenue and expenditure, so that the necessary trade-offs between different policy options can be assessed”.
The Finance Bill 

After the parliamentary debate, and usually after the Easter Recess, the House of Commons considers the legislation – the ‘Finance Bill’ – which is required to implement the government’s Budget. First, the more controversial aspects of the Finance Bill are considered by a Committee of the Whole House for two or three days. 
After this, a Finance Bill standing committee
 is established, which considers each clause in detail. This committee will have a government majority and members from each political party in proportion to their strength in Parliament.  The committee is usually made up of 30 to 40 members, which is  double the membership used for most legislation. The Treasury is also guaranteed parliamentary time for its annual Finance Bill, whereas other departments must compete for space in the parliamentary timetable. 

Treasury ministers have the responsibility for steering the Finance Bill through the standing committee, but this often consists in little more than setting out precisely why they believe that the government’s proposals are correct in every respect and that any suggestions to the contrary from the Opposition are ill-conceived or based on misunderstandings. Amendments from Opposition parties are invariably resisted and even suggestions from the government’s own backbench Members of Parliament are not welcome. The government will rarely admit that proposed amendments might actually have merit, even when it privately believes that they do. Instead the government will avoid openly agreeing with any criticisms. Occasionally a minister, while refusing consent to an amendment to the Finance Bill, will agree to reflect on the situation and then will wait until later in the legislative process, when the government will bring forward its own amendments to the Bill to achieve the same results.
The Finance Bill is many hundreds of pages in length and sometimes non-controversial measures will be agreed without debate. Nonetheless, the increasingly complex and lengthy nature of the Finance Bill presents a challenge to effective scrutiny. Edward Davey MP has described the defects in the scrutiny of the Finance Bill:
“There are a number of serious structural and technical problems with the Finance Bill procedure. These… prevent the process from having a more positive effect on the resulting tax legislation. The most frustrating part of the Finance Bill process is that the sub-standard tax legislation it produces could be avoided at no political cost or loss of Executive control. …. This arises from the fact that the vast bulk of every Finance Bill is made up of technical changes that are not politically contentious. However, partly because of time constraints and partly because of the endemic partisan nature of Standing Committees, even non-contentious changes proposed by Opposition MPs have come to be seen as political attacks which must be repelled”
.

The House of Lords also takes an interest in economic and financial issues, notwithstanding the constitutional primacy of the House of Commons in financial matters.  The House of Lords is forbidden by statute from amending Money Bills, but the rules governing this do allow the Lords to express their opinion both in debate and by resolution. However, as a non-democratic body, the House of Lords is careful not to encroach on the prerogatives of the elected House of Commons. In relation to the Finance Bill, the House of Lords would seek to consider issues such as tax administration and clarifying proposals in the Bill rather than debating the level of taxation.

Following the work of a group within the House of Lords in 2002 to review new procedures, the House has established a permanent sub-committee within the Economic Affairs Committee, with the remit to consider the Finance Bill. This House of Lords sub-committee has considered such issues as small business taxation; and indications from MPs in the House of Commons are that its work is highly regarded. 
2.
Parliamentary Scrutiny of Tax and Tax Administration

The detailed scrutiny of taxation itself raises separate issues. These include:
· The overall revenue settlement and how the total is raised through different taxes and duties;

· the impact of specific taxes on individuals, families, and businesses; and
· the way in which the tax system is administered and how individuals and companies are affected by the tax system.
The remit to undertake detailed work on tax administration lies with the Treasury Select Committee, which does indeed do some work in this area. However, the committee is already overburdened and therefore issues such as tax legislation and tax administration are not given high priority.  David Laws MP has commented:
“Having served on the Treasury Committee, I am not convinced that it has been able in the past to give enough attention to specific tax measures, as opposed to the macro-economic impact of Budgets. Therefore, it has not been able to inform the debates that we have in this place, especially by taking evidence from outside bodies. For that reason, I welcome the fact that the House of Lords Committee has again prepared a report on the Finance Bill and I hope that we shall be able to learn from some of its assessments, often made by people with much expertise in the area who have considered the issues in a non-party political and non-partisan way”
.

The Finance Bill Standing Commitee is even less suitable for this work. The procedure during the Standing Commitee stage is to debate each of the clauses of the Finance Bill, one by one, or sometimes in groups of clauses. In this context there is simply no space or place to have detailed discussion of the overall balance of the revenue settlement. Although it is true that the impact of a specific tax change will be discussed if it falls within the scope of a particular clause of the Bill, there would be no room for a general analysis of the improvements required in tax administration.  
Yet it is clear that many aspects of tax policy and administration would benefit from more detailed scrutiny. It has been estimated
 that fraud and error on Value Added Tax (the UK national sales tax) by itself leads to losses to the government of at least £11.9 billion (US$21 billion). HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC), the principal UK tax authority, is seeking to recover £7.3 billion (US$13 billion) in overpayments of tax credits
.  It is believed that mistakes in personal Income Tax returns could be costing the government £2.8 billion (US$5 billion)
.
A number of suggestions have been made to improve the scrutiny of taxation.  Given that the Treasury Select Committee does not have the time to give sufficent attention to tax and that the Finance Bill Standing Commitee is not a suitable venue to discuss tax administration, one obvious way forward would to establish a separate Tax Select Committee. Such a committee would be able to examine aspects of tax law and practice in the great detail which is normal for subject-related Select Committees. An alternative would be to establish a departmental Select Committee specifically to shadow the government department with responsibility for collecting all taxes and duties, i.e. HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC). At present this work is undertaken by a sub-committee of the Treasury Select Committee, which does not solve the problem of over-stretch since the same Members of Parliament are having to cover this work in addition to the other responsibilities of the Treasury Committee. A separate HMRC Select Committee with separate membership would offer a reasonable solution.  
Other ideas include setting up a Tax Administration Select Committee jointly with the House of Lords, to take advantage of the technical expertise in the Upper House, or the establishment of a Tax Law Commission. It has also been suggested that the Finance Bill itself should be split into two separate pieces of legislation each year: one containing changes to tax legislation and the other to tax administration.
3.
Parliamentary Scrutiny of Government Spending Plans and Priorities

The government obtains approval from Parliament for its spending plans through what is known as the Supply Process
. A few weeks after the Budget Day, the government puts requests to Parliament in the form of ‘Supply Estimates’ which set out the estimated money required for government departments to finance their programmes. There will have already been Votes on Account in the preceding November, which are requests for interim spending power to tide the government over until the main Estimates are finally approved the following July. Any changes to the Estimates within the financial year are made through Supplementary or Revised Estimates.

The House of Commons has the right to debate, vote on and even to refuse Supply Estimates, but not to increase them. The failure by a government to obtain Supply from the House of Commons would signal the instant fall of that government, and so it becomes simply unthinkable for Members of Parliament of the governing party not to support their government, at least in normal circumstances. As a result, the Supply Process does not attract any attention from either the media or from most Members of Parliament. Indeed, most members of the political class would actually struggle to explain the intricacies of the process without consulting reference materials.  

Legislative authority for the appropriation of money is granted by Parliament through two Appropriation Acts and one Consolidated Fund Act each year. The two Appropriation Acts start as Consolidated Fund (Appropriations) Bills which, when enacted, release money from the Consolidated Fund – the government’s account at the Bank of England. Consolidated Fund (Appropriations) Bills also ‘appropriate’ supply which was authorised in Supplementary Estimates and in earlier Acts. Main estimates are enacted in the summer Appropriations Act, while Supplementary Estimates laid before Parliament in the summer, autumn and winter are embodied in both Appropriations Acts. The Consolidated Fund Act authorises a single sum for cash and resource supply and is passed by Parliament in November or December. The House of Lords cannot block or amend any of this legislation. 
During the year, three days are set aside (so-called ‘Estimate Days’) on which strictly speaking the debate should be confined to the request for resources, though in practice the link between the subject of the debate and the resource request is rather artificial and the financial content of the debate may be neglible. When the authorising legislation comes before Parliament it is passed without debate in the House of Commons, since this debate is deemed to have occurred already on the Estimate Days. 
In reality, 99.9 per cent of government spending is passed without even the pretence of formal debate. Even within a parliamentary system which is not particularly well suited to detailed financial scrutiny, the provisions for Parliament to scrutinise and approve the government’s spending plans and priorities are particularly weak and cursory. The whole process is essentially the triumph of form over substance.

4.
Parliamentary Scrutiny of Public Expenditure (‘ex post’): the role of the National 

Audit Office (NAO) and the Public Accounts Commitee (PAC)
Parliament’s function in undertaking financial scrutiny has been more notable in analysing the success or otherwise of public expenditure programmes ‘ex post’, i.e. after they have occurred: “In reality such success as Parliament has achieved in relation to public money has come not in exerting formal control, but in exercising influence, the main vehicles for which have been the select committees of the House of Commons generally, and the combination of the NAO and the PAC.”

National Audit Office

In the last 150 years there have been numerous changes to the system of government audit and scrutiny of public money, most notably the replacement of the government’s old Exchequer and Audit Department in 1983 by the National Audit Office (NAO) . The majority of the NAO’s 850 staff are professionally qualified accountants but it also employs statisticians, economists, experts in social policy and in project management, business analysts and subject experts. The NAO is better resourced and more independent than its predecessor and in the last 25 years it has established a reputation as one of the world’s leading Supreme Audit Institutions. The NAO was awarded the Jörg Kandutsch Award by other members of the International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions (INTOSAI) in recognition of its important role. 
The work of the NAO continues to embrace the core financial audit functions across the whole of British central government, previously undertaken by the old Exchequer and Audit Department, and this occupies the majority of NAO staff. In addition, the NAO has also been a pioneer in the field of value-for-money and performance audit. Some 200 staff work now work on value-for-money studies which examine the efficiency, effectiveness and economy with which public money is spent.
The NAO now produces 50 to 60 detailed and rigorous value-for-money reports each year on different aspects of UK government performance. The studies are produced to high standards, taking up to a year to research, write and publish, and costing approximately £200,000 to £300,000 each (US$350,000 to US$500,000), mostly in terms of staff time.

The NAO’s value-for-money studies are not actually about the financial accounts. Rather, they consist of detailed examinations of specific individual spending programmes within the relevant government department in order to weigh up how efficiently, effectively and economically the government has used public money to achieve its aims.
Public Accounts Committee (PAC)

The Public Accounts Committee (PAC) was set up by Prime Minister William Gladstone in 1861 after agitation by the Treasury, which had failed for years to get proper control of the Royal Navy Estimates.  Originally, the main work of the Committee was to examine the financial accounts of government departments and report to Parliament. 

As recently as the 1970s the PAC met in private and spent most of its time examining financial accounts prepared by the NAO. Today, PAC meetings take place in public and the committee is now much more occupied with value-for-money and performance audit, also based on the work of the NAO.
The Public Accounts Committee meets twice a week in the House of Commons to take evidence in public on NAO reports. The Committee currently
 has 16 members, nine of whom are from the governing party and seven of whom are from Opposition parties. By strict convention, the Chairman of the PAC is always a member of the largest Opposition party. This convention does not apply to other committees.
Also unlike most other Select Committees, the PAC does not take evidence from ministers.  Instead, the chief witness is normally the senior civil servant in the relevant government department, the Permanent Secretary, who is in charge of running the department under the Minister. The Permanent Secretary, a non-political figure, is also known as the ‘Accounting Officer’, because he or she has legal responsibility for ensuring that public money is spent for the purposes intended by Parliament
. At PAC meetings the committee members question the Permanent Secretary closely on the NAO’s report and then the committee produces a separate report containing its own conclusions and recommendations. 
Depending on which report is being examined, the PAC will also take evidence from managers of the executive agencies which actually deliver most of the government services provided to the public, for example: the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency, the Highways Agency, the Rural Payments Agency, the Child Support Agency, the Passport Service, the Criminal Records Bureau and many others, as well as hospital bosses, university heads, and senior military officers. Other witnesses who appear regularly include the chairman of HM Revenue and Customs, the chief executive of the National Health Service and the director-general of the BBC.
Some of the committee’s work still involves the financial audit side. Although this work would have occupied most of the committee’s time in past years, it is now a much less common activity for the committee. The PAC relies on the NAO to draw to the committee’s attention any issues on the financial audit side which are important enough to require a parliamentary hearing, for example where there has been fraud or irregularity.
What makes the PAC interesting for the media and politicians is the huge range of topics examined, which are nothing less than a lexicon of the public sector. Nearly all government activity involves spending public money – and thus nearly all government activity is subject to the committee’s scrutiny.
A small sample of subjects covered include: agricultural payments; government support for the Arts; accommodation for asylum seekers; child support; the London 2012 Olympic Games; coal miners’ compensation; fishery protection;  road maintenance; hospital-acquired infection; operations of the armed forces in Iraq and Kosovo; Jobcentres; the management of magistrates’ courts; the Land Registry; nuclear energy; pension regulation; the passport service; prisoners’ food; the Royal Family’s accounts; cigarette smuggling; urban development; youth crime. And much more. 

Non-political role

None of this, strictly speaking, is about the policies the government should be pursuing – that is to say, the nature of most politics as reported in the media. It is an ongoing study of how the government actually spends public money on government programmes to achieve its aims. In some ways it is profoundly non-political. The PAC takes the government’s stated policy as a given, as the starting point, and then considers how well the government has used taxpayers’ money to deliver this stated policy. 
Other select committees on, say, transport or education, will examine what policies the government should be pursuing, recognising that all governments have to make choices: for example: should the government be putting more public money into roads or into rail? Should the government prioritise pre-school education or adult education? Instead, following the example of the National Audit Office, the PAC asks a different set of questions, about how efficiently, effectively and economically the government has used public money to achieve its aims, whatever those aims are. It is less a study of what government says it is going to do than a study what government actually does.
As a result of the nature of its work, the PAC is much less party political than other select committees and it does not divide on party lines, which sometimes occurs in other committees. The government is obliged to provide a response to the PAC’s reports and an assessment by the NAO indicates that the government accepts 95 per cent of the committee’s recommendations.  
However, there is some concern that the government’s apparent agreement with most of what the committee recommends may conceal inaction. There is important work to do in following up recommendations to ensure that suggested improvements are actually put into effect. The NAO and the PAC are becoming more systematic in this respect. 
In a number of cases the NAO and the PAC have returned to topics which have previously been considered, sometimes finding worthwhile improvements, such as in pension regulation, and sometimes finding that the lessons have not been learnt, as with hospital-acquired infection. There is further work to do in making the follow-up process more systematic and automatic. 
An interesting augury of future developments may be the studies undertaken by the NAO in relation to the London 2012 Olympic Games. These studies have already led to several PAC reports and they are a significant departure from the normal ‘ex post’ model, where programmes are assessed and evaluated after they have been more established. It remains to be seen whether the advent of value-for-money reporting earlier in the spending cycle will be a forerunner of how the British system for parliamentary financial scrutiny may change in years to come, or whether it is an exception given the unusual nature of the Olympic Games.
CONCLUSİON
The British system for financial scrutiny is one which in many respects other countries would be wise not to copy:

· The method for seeking parliamentary approval of the Budget is itself in need of serious improvement. There is scope to achieve this if the government is more open and allows more informed debate between the Pre-Budget report and the Budget itself, which should result in the government’s producing a more coherent and defensible case for the initiatives it wishes to bring forward.

· The method for seeking parliamentary approval of the government’s authority to levy taxation also needs to improve. Even non-contentious tax changes often become the subject of party political disputes and the Finance Bill Standing Committee is usually the wrong venue for detailed and technical consideration of possible improvements to the tax system. There would be merit in creating an alternative forum to examine these questions, such as a Tax Select Committee.
· The method for approving the government’s spending proposals and priorities is the least satisfactory aspect of the British system of parliamentary financial scrutiny. It is in effect a ‘rubber stamp’ exercise, perhaps inevitably in a parliamentary system with a fused Executive and Legislature but nonetheless a wholly unsuitable vehicle for informed and detailed discussion of how to choose between competing government spending priorities.
However, the British value-for-money and performance audit system, based on very close co-operation between a parliamentary committee (PAC) and a Supreme Audit Institution (NAO), has distinct advantages and can stand reasonably well in terms of comparison with other systems internationally:
· It produces high quality analysis using the resources of the Supreme Audit Institution; 
· the PAC, the parliamentary committee which examines the Supreme Audit Institution’s value-for-money work, has a culture which is remarkably non-party political, which is a consequence of leaving policy questions to other parliamentary committees;
· most of the PAC’s recommendations are accepted by the government;

· the use of follow-up work to check and audit whether the recommended and expected improvements have been delivered is increasingly taking place, although there is more to do in this respect; and 
· the system does not preclude a focus on traditional financial audit issues where they raise issues of fraud or irregularity which deserve Parliament’s attention.
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