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Agency Board Meeting  
 

28 November 2017 
 

Board Report Number: SEPA 35/17 
 

Proposed revisions to the structure of SEPA’s Annual Report and Accounts 
 
Summary: 
 
 

Following comments by the External Auditor, the Board asked us to 
look for ways to shorten the Annual Report and Accounts.   

The Annual Report and Accounts is the official parliamentary and 
public record of how we have performed in both operational and 
financial terms over the previous year.  The initial audience is the 
Board, the Scottish Government and the Scottish Parliament. After it 
has been laid before parliament, it is made available to the general 
public as we publish it on our website.  

When considering changes to the report, there are two elements to 
consider.  Firstly, the report is a statutory document and the contents 
are set out in different pieces of legislation and government guidance.  
A lot of the current content is there because it needs to be. 

However, we need to balance those statutory requirements against 
the need to be transparent and ensure that everyone who wants to 
can understand our performance.  So, we need to think about how we 
present our performance information. 

We have proposed changes to the report that should make it shorter 
and easier to understand. 
 

Risks: There is a risk that we shorten the report too much and fail to meet our 
statutory duties.  

There is another risk that our Annual Report and Accounts are too 
long and too complicated to understand and so we fail to be 
accountable to the general public 
 

Resource and 
Staffing 
Implications: 
 

There are no resource implications. 

Equalities: 
 

The proposed strengthening of the Overview section and the use of 
infographics should make it easier for people to understand our 
performance.   
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Environmental and 
Carbon Impact: 
 

There are no environmental and carbon impacts  

Purpose and 
audience of the 
report: 
 

For approval  
 
Agency Board  

Report Author: 
 

Philip Graves, Senior Business Consultant 
Jo Green, Chief Officer, Performance & Innovation 
 

Appendices: None 
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 Proposed revisions to the structure of SEPA’s Annual Report and Accounts 

 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1  The latest 2016-2017 Annual Report and Accounts received an unqualified opinion 

from Grant Thornton, our newly appointed external auditors.  Their report to the Board1 
included some presentational suggestions for future reports.  Comments from some 
Board members reinforced the view that the Annual Report could be shorter. 

 
1.2  Grant Thornton suggested that we: 
 

 review the Annual Report and Accounts to ensure it is concise and reflects all the 
key messages we wish to portray 

 make greater use of material already available through hyperlinks 

 use available guidance including Audit Scotland’s best practice guide. 
 
1.3  We carried out a review, looking at best practice and various guidance documents 

recommended by Grant Thornton, such as those from Audit Scotland. 
 
1.4  We need to make sure that our Annual Report and Accounts meets the statutory 

guidelines laid out in the latest Government Financial Reporting Manual 2017-2018 
and the Companies Act. These limit our scope to shorten the report.  We have 
identified ways we can improve the presentation of future reports and these are set out 
in section 2.   

 

1.5  We could spend a lot of time and effort producing a very engaging Annual Report and 
Accounts but we need to consider whether that would be a good use of resources 
given the size of the audience for a report of this nature and length.   

 
2.      Proposed changes 

 
2.2 Statutory guidance introduced last year sets the structure for the Annual Report and 

accounts 
 

a) An Overview – a standalone summary of the whole Annual Report and 
Accounts, describing our purpose and strategy and covering our operational and 
financial performance during the year. 

 
b) The Performance Analysis section – more detailed explanation of our 

performance against the targets we published in the Annual Operating Plan. 
 
c) The Accountability Report – the financial accounts and statutory reports, e.g. 

the Directors’ Report, the Governance Report, Remuneration and Staff Report 
etc. 

 
2.3 The three main proposed changes are: 
 

a) Strengthening the role of the Overview section as a standalone summary.  
If we get this right, most people will be able to understand our performance 

                                                
1 External Audit Annual Report to the Board and the Auditor General for Scotland, 2016/17 Financial Year, June 
2017. 
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without having to delve into the detail provided elsewhere in the report. This 
section should be about 15 pages long.  We will follow guidance to strengthen it 
by: 

 

 including more financial and staff information 

 describing key issues and risks that could hinder us achieving our strategic 
outcomes 

 using the Chairman and CEO foreword to summarise the year’s achievements 
and highlight key issues and challenges facing SEPA in the years ahead. 

 
b) Reducing the performance analysis section. The good practice we reviewed 

said we should aim to make this the same length as the overview section (about 
15 pages long).  It is currently about twice as long.  The smaller number of 
performance measures in this year’s Annual Operating Plan will help us achieve 
this.  We will also: 

 

 hyperlink to other performance information, such as the Annual Review of 
Performance (published in May-June), and the document summarising each 
measure which is already published on our website; 

 reduce the number of articles bringing our measures to life to just two or three 
key ones and hyperlink to other relevant stories such as SEPAView articles; 

 continue to illustrate our broader range of activities with the brief calendar of 
events that showcases key activities or events;  

 use the “template” style performance reporting format which has already 
reduced the length of the quarterly performance reports substantially. 

 
c) Replacing text and tables with charts and diagrams. Where possible we will 

use infographics to present information in the Accountability Report in a clearer 
and more attractive fashion 

 
2.4 More broadly on communication opportunities, the Annual Report should be the “single 

source of truth” for the organisation’s achievements.  Developing the report enables 
data and examples of what SEPA has achieved to be pulled together and material can 
be produced from that e.g. fast facts, case studies, infographics etc. which can be 
used in communications throughout the year.  This will be a bigger focus in future. 

 
3. Recommendations 
 
3.1 We ask the Agency Board to agree the proposed changes to the Annual Report and 

Accounts 
 

 
Philip Graves, Senior Business Consultant 
Jo Green, Chief Officer, Performance & Innovation 
 
15 November 2017 


