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Summary 

Introduction 

The Report by the Committee of Public Accounts on Excess Votes is part of the framework 
of Parliamentary control over government spending. Once the audited accounts of each 
Department have been laid in Parliament, the Committee meet to consider the reports by 
the Comptroller and Auditor General on the accounts of those Departments that have 
exceeded the limits of expenditure authorised by Parliament. The Committee’s Report 
recommends whether Parliament should approve further grants to the Departments 
concerned, thereby regularising the excess expenditure. Where the Excesses are the results 
of failures in control within Departments, the Committee may make recommendations for 
improvements.  

Resource-based Supply was introduced in 2001–02. It requires Departments to forecast 
and manage the resources they will consume in delivering services, including changes in 
the value of assets and liabilities for which they are responsible, as well as their cash 
spending. 
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Conclusions and recommendations 

1. In 2002–03, the second year of resource-based Supply, the total value of the Excesses 
incurred by Departments was slightly lower than in 2001–02. In 2002–03 two 
Departments incurred resource Excesses with a total value of £4.5 million, compared 
with £6.3 million incurred by three Departments in 2001–02. 

2. Although the number and value of Excesses in 2002–03 has fallen from the previous 
year this does not diminish the significance of the individual Excesses. We expect 
Departments to plan and control their consumption of resources and their cash 
requirements within the limits authorised through the Budget Act. 

3. The resource Excesses in 2002–03 could have been largely avoided if the 
Departments concerned had correctly operated the resource accounting and 
resource-based Supply procedures. Errors in the preparation of Estimates and the 
failure to monitor and forecast properly financial performance during the year 
resulted in Departments not identifying overspending against budgets. As a 
consequence they did not recognise the need to take the steps to control expenditure 
and, where appropriate, seek additional Supply. 

4. Accounting Officers have a personal responsibility to observe the limits on 
expenditure laid down by the Northern Ireland Assembly or Parliament, whether in 
resource or cash terms. They should give the highest priority to satisfying themselves 
that their departments can fulfil that responsibility under resource-based Supply. 
Departments, where they have not already done so, should implement appropriate 
accruals-based financial systems to support their planning and in-year monitoring of 
resource outturn as well as cash spending. We expect the Department of Finance and 
Personnel to bring our concerns to the attention of all Northern Ireland 
Departments.  

5. Parliament has traditionally authorised the overspending against provision by means 
of an Excess Vote, and we recommend that the sums set out in Figure 1 should be 
provided accordingly.  
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1 Summary of the Excesses in 2002–03 
1. In 2002–03 the Northern Ireland Assembly and Parliament authorised total net 
resources of £10,503 million in Supply Estimates granted to 17 Northern Ireland 
Departments and Pension Schemes. Two Departments incurred Excess Votes. Both of 
these were Excesses in the use of resources totalling £4.5 million. There were no Excesses in 
the application of cash. The details of the Excesses are summarised in Figure 1.  

Figure 1: Summary of 2002–03 Excess Votes Required (Northern Ireland) 

 
Note: Percentages are in relation to limits authorised by the Northern Ireland Assembly and Parliament in the 
Budget Act 

2. The majority of the overspending is attributable to one Department: The Department of 
Agriculture and Rural Development incurred an Excess of £4.2 million because it failed to 
allow fully for non-cash expenditure such as cost of capital and depreciation.  

3. The number and value of Excesses in 2002–03 has fallen slightly from the previous year, 
when resource-based supply was introduced. In 2001–02, three Departments incurred 
Excesses in the use of resources totalling £6.3 million. 

2 Details of Excesses in 2002–03 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment: Excess on Request 
for Resources B  

4. The Committee has considered the Comptroller and Auditor General’s Report on the 
Excess in the accounts of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment for 2002–
03. Expenditure on Request for Resources B (Developing and Maintaining the equality, 
policy and regulatory environment necessary to achieve economic growth with equal 
opportunities for all) exceeded the authorised amount by £328,000.  

Amounts to be Voted Department Resource 
Excess 

£ 

Cash 
Excess 

£ 

Resource 
£ 

Cash 
£ 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and 
Investment 
(Request for Resources B) 

 328,161.11 
 
  (2.07%) 

–  328,161.11 – 

Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development 
(Request for Resources B) 

 4,157,656.45 
 
 (7.25%) 

– 4,157,656.45 – 

TOTALS 4,485,817.56 – 4,485,817.56 – 
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5. The excess arose primarily because of the need to include in the accounts an additional 
provision of £1,119,000 in respect of the maintenance of abandoned salt mines. This 
additional provision was partly offset by savings of £791,000 in other Request for Resources 
B expenditure lines, reducing the Excess to £328,000.  

6. The Department has taken steps to improve its in-year monitoring controls to minimise 
the risk of a future breach. It has put in place procedures to review all provisions on a 
quarterly basis.  

Department of Agriculture and Rural Development: Excess on 
Request for Resources B 

7. The Committee has considered the Comptroller and Auditor General’s Report on the 
Excess in the accounts of the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development. 
Expenditure on Request for Resources B (reducing the risk to life and property from 
flooding, promoting sustainable development of the sea fishing industry and maintaining, 
protecting and expanding forests in a sustainable way) exceeded the authorised amount by 
£4.2 million.  

8. The excess arose because of a failure to allow fully for non-cash expenditure such as 
depreciation and the cost of capital in preparing estimates.  

9. The Department has reminded all relevant managers of the need to ensure that all 
estimates are calculated correctly and that all expenditure is monitored effectively whether 
it be of a cash or non-cash nature.  

3 Excess in 2001–02 

Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister: Excess on 
Request for Resources A 

10. In our Eighth Report of Session 2002–03 (HC 504) we considered an Excess of 
£173,645.00 in the Accounts of the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister. 
The Comptroller and Auditor General has informed us that, following further 
investigation, this Excess should be revised to £186,489.71 as the original figure did not 
include operating accruing resources (income) of £12,844.71 applied in excess of that 
approved in the estimate. This additional Excess arose because of a misunderstanding 
regarding the treatment of excess income.  

11. We are content that £11,844.71 of surplus accruing resources may be applied towards 
meeting the additional Resource Excess of £12,844.71, leaving a token sum of £1,000 to be 
voted as further supply grant. 
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Formal minutes 

Wednesday 28 April 2004 

Members present: 
 

Mr Edward Leigh, in the Chair 
 

Mr Richard Bacon 
Mrs Angela Browning 
Mr Ian Davidson 

 Mr Gerry Steinberg 
Jon Trickett 
Mr Alan Williams 

 
The Committee deliberated. 
 
Draft Report (Excess Votes (Northern Ireland) 2002–03), proposed by the Chairman, 
brought up and read. 
 
Ordered, That the Chairman’s draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph. 
 
Paragraphs 1 to 11 read and agreed to. 
 
Conclusions and recommendations read and agreed to. 
 
Summary read and agreed to. 
 
Resolved, That the Report be the Twenty-second Report of the Committee to the House. 
 
Ordered, That the Chairman do make the Report to the House. 
 
Ordered, That the provisions of Standing Order No. 134 (Select Committees (Reports)) be 
applied to the Report. 
 

Adjourned until Wednesday 5 May at 3.30 pm 
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