
Public Forum – Audit Committee 27/9/21 - Agenda item 8 – Report concerning the Governance 

arrangements for Bristol Energy – Statement by Clive Stevens – I plan to attend. 

  

I welcome this Grant Thornton (GT) report. It provides further evidence about how good scrutiny, of 

all kinds, could benefit this organisation and the tax payers of Bristol. 

  

I was Vice Chair of Audit Committee during some of the time of this report (2016 and stepping down 

in February 2021) and I continually asked for more information about the Governance of the 

Companies – and didn’t get it.  

  

All public authorities need to learn to improve and I hear that this Council has called itself a “learning 

organisation”. The way to learn is to get feedback and as the Council seems to not want to share 

such information with our elected representatives then we have to rely on feedback from our 

External Auditors. Grant Thornton(GT) have raised a number of points.  

  

Firstly, their previous report (debated on Feb 11
th

) and summarised on page 5, shows that Cabinet 

weren’t informed of some critical issues. In addition, Audit Committee (page 3) had “not been 

sufficiently sighted on developments and information”. Not only were Audit unsighted but what we 

did see was alarming. Audit Committee have the responsibility for overseeing the Risk Management 

system. But the Companies had their own risk management systems and all we could see was a brief 

report saying risks were fine. They quite evidently weren’t.  

  

This report before Audit Committee today shows failings under both mayors: Ferguson and Rees.  

- Set Up of Bristol Energy (BE): “the decision was not subject to scrutiny and the call-in was 

suspended”, say GT. I recall ex-Cllr Jerome Thomas, who was a Councillor then and had had a career 

in business and finance, he raised issues but the system enabled the then Mayor to ignore him. 

- Bristol Energy becoming a “non-negotiable” part of City Leap. I recall being told this, but never did I 

see a logical argument or have the opportunity of a formal review. Given that 90% of BE’s customers 

were outside Bristol, the City Leap connection was quite tenuous and turned out to be a pipedream. 

- There are occasions when Cabinet weren’t fully informed so neither were Scrutiny nor Audit. 

- Page 6 (RHS) details the current Mayor’s communication approach, by press release. I recall this 

was and maybe still is his approach to informing Councillors too. 

  

There are nine recommendations and number 4 deals with exempt information. GT have rightly 

called out the practice of exempting a whole document because just some information is exempt.  

  

I personally doubt that officers will be allowed to implement number 4. Why? Because, if the 

controversial information is put out into the public domain, people will start to ask questions; and 

the answers might be part exempt. One solution is to implement #4, and when appropriate OSM 

hold an exempt OSM session. And if OSM follow the rarely used scrutiny protocol OSR10(1) which is 

to write a report to be formally considered by Cabinet. That requires a formal response back from 

Cabinet, then at least the information gets through. But as far as I can see OSR10(1) is rarely or never 

used and in practice is prevented due to the five day publishing time of reports before a decision 

coming to Cabinet. So Grant Thornton please watch progress on recommendation # 4 carefully. 

  

The Core Problem is the same, the bypassing of Scrutiny (including Audit), whether by timings of 

meetings, suspension of call-in, lack of information and poor quality of consideration at Cabinet. 

Until this is addressed Bristol City Council is not a learning organisation and will struggle to provide 

Value for Money to the Bristol tax payer. 

 


