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BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVE  

Background 

1. The Board previously identified that one of the key users of financial statements 

prepared using Standards of GRAP is everyday members of the public. The public may, 

however, only be interested in certain parts of an entity’s financial statements, for 

example, those parts that provide an indication of whether an entity can continue to 

provide services in future. The public may also not be able to understand and interpret 

complex financial statements.  

2. A proposed project to consider whether there is a need to develop guidance that helps 

entities report key messages relevant to the public in an easily understandable way was 

included in the Board’s consultation on its Work Programme for 2017 to 2020 (ED 138). 

When the Board received mixed responses to ED 138 about the project, it agreed to 

undertake further research on the public’s information needs, and the need for guidance 

to preparers on reporting information to the public.  

3. The project brief is included as attachment 5(b). The initial phase of the project involved 

research to identify the public’s information needs and the reporting that would meet 

those needs. 

Objective 

4. The objective of this memorandum is to present the following to the Board for its 

consideration:  

 the results of the Secretariat’s research to identify the types of information the 

public needs and whether simplified reporting to the public would meet those needs; 

and  

 proposals from the Technical Committee on how the project can be progressed. 
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BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH 

5. The Secretariat conducted research to assess whether there is a need for simplified 

reporting of information to the public, and considered the following: 

 the key information areas relevant to the public; 

 whether the public’s needs would be met with simplified reporting separate from 

financial statements; 

 whether the information includes only financial information, or also non-financial 

information; 

 the level that information should be reported to the public; and 

 whether assurance should be provided on information reported to the public. 

6. The research entailed:  

(a) A desktop review of academic research done by other organisations, both in the local 

and international environment, on information the public needs to participate in 

government’s processes and to hold government accountable. 

(b) Consultations with stakeholders that represent the public on the public’s views, such 

as civil society organisations and non-government organisations (NGOs), as a 

means to research what information the public needs. Consulting civil society 

organisations and NGOs was deemed the most effective and efficient way of 

consulting with “the public” as they represent the public. It was not feasible to consult 

with everyday members of the public directly.   

(c) Consultations with other relevant stakeholders, which included:  

 the National Treasury’s Local Government Budget Analysis unit and the Office of 

the Accountant-General (OAG); 

 assurance providers, such as the Auditor-General South Africa (AGSA) and EY, 

and IRBA;  

 SAICA members; and 

 the Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation (DPME). 

7. Refer to attachment 5(c) for the detailed results of the research. 

RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH 

8. The results of the Secretariat’s research is categorised in the following areas: 

 the groups of society that are considered “the public”; 

 the public’s information needs (including the type of information they need, the 

attributes of that information, and the level of government from which they need 

information); 

 the information currently available to the public;  

 challenges in the current environment; and 

 assurance on information provided to the public. 

9. The results of the research are discussed in the paragraphs that follow.  
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Who is the public? 

10. The research identified “the public” to be those individuals and organisations (or their 

representatives) that provide resources such as taxes, levies and other fees to, and 

receive services from, government, and have an interest in the work done by 

government with the aim of holding government accountable. The public includes, for 

example, tax payers (individuals and organisations), indigent service recipients, civil 

society organisations, NGOs, and the media.  

11. The public, for purposes of this project, excludes people or groups that have the ability to 

access detailed information and access government officials to hold entities accountable. 

This would include, for example:  

 Elected representatives of all levels of government, including councillors, MECs and 

Ministers, and members of oversight structures such as portfolio committees 

(hereafter collectively referred to as “elected representatives”).  

 Government lenders. 

12. The research showed that, although elected representatives are not considered to be the 

“public” for purposes of this project, there is also a need for simplified reporting of 

information to them, as a means to stimulate deeper interrogation of information reported 

in budgets, financial statements and annual reports. The Secretariat notes that there is a 

risk that elected representatives may use simplified reporting as a primary accountability 

tool, instead of a tool to identify areas of budgets, financial statements and annual 

reports that require detailed interrogation. Although information reported to the public 

may also be useful to other groups of society, including elected representatives, their 

interests should not be the focus of the project.  

The public’s information needs 

Types of information the public needs 

13. The research identified the types of information that the public needs to hold government 

accountable. These information needs are discussed below. 

14. Information that links an entity’s budget to actual expenditure, and to actual performance: 

There is a need for financial and non-financial information to be integrated. The public 

wants to be able to “follow the money” and understand how a budget, and therefore their 

taxes, was spent, where it was spent, if it was spent efficiently, and who benefited. They 

are particularly interested in spending that benefits them personally, or spending they 

believe should have benefitted them, but did not. Information at an entity-level is too 

aggregated for the public to interpret; they require it at a ward and project level. The 

public also needs information on corruption, irregular and fruitless and wasteful 

expenditure, tender information, and spending on small and local businesses. 

15. Service-delivery related information: The public is interested in all matters that affect 

service delivery, especially government’s provision of basic services, such as water and 

sanitation, healthcare, education, housing, and safety and security. If there are service 

delivery issues, they want to understand the underlying reasons. They identified a need 

for standardised performance indicators among entities, so that performance is 

measured consistently and is comparable. They also need information on the cost of free 

basic services, as taxpayers fund this, and it could affect future service provision if not 

sufficiently funded.  
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16. Information on capital expenditure: The public is interested in capital projects, specifically 

related to infrastructure that facilitates service delivery. They need information about 

what projects government is undertaking, the progress on those projects, reasons for 

delays, reasons for over- / under spending, etc. They also want to be informed about 

maintenance on completed capital assets, as this provides information about 

government’s ability to continue providing services with those assets in future. 

Information on maintenance can also indicate potential service interruptions where 

maintenance is continuously performed on assets that should have been replaced.  

17. Information on financial viability: The public wants to understand government’s ability to 

continue providing services in future. They are also interested in the levels of 

government debt, whether an entity has made a surplus or deficit, and the ability to 

attract investment. Information should therefore not only be historical, but also forward-

looking.  

18. Other information: The public expressed a need to be able to access government when 

they need information, else they feel disempowered to hold government accountable. 

Other information needs expressed by the public include unemployment information, 

salaries of government employees, black employees in executive positions, related party 

transactions, ageing of councillor debt, and crime statistics. Because national and 

provincial departments apply the Modified Cash Standard (MCS), and local government 

applies the Standards of GRAP, a need for a reconciliation of information between levels 

of government was expressed by civil society organisations. 

Attributes of information 

19. The public indicated that for information to be useful, certain attributes should be 

present. These are discussed further in the paragraphs that follow. 

20. Transparent, accurate, reliable, unbiased, balanced, objective: The public shared a 

general concern with the reliability of information that government makes public. Other 

stakeholders such as the National Treasury and the AGSA echoed this concern. The 

public has a perception that government information is not credible. For this reason, they 

require audited information in order for it to be reliable. 

21. Relevant, consistent and contextualised: The public expressed a need to be able to 

compare information of one entity to another and to understand why differences exist. 

They therefore need relevant information that is not cluttered with irrelevant information, 

information that is reported consistently among entities and from one year to the next, 

and information that has context. Entities can use performance measures to tell the 

public a story of how they have performed, but it is only useful if the entity explains it in 

plain language. The public also finds reporting on trends useful to interpret information. 

Standardised reporting requirements would ensure entities only report relevant 

information that has context to the public, and report it consistently among entities and 

between years. 

22. Timely and regular: For information to be useful, government must provide it in a timely 

manner. The public indicated a need for more in-year information, as audited annual 

information is available too late for the public to have a meaningful impact and to take 

action. Although the public can hold government accountable based on historical 

information, possible recourse is less impactful than when information is available earlier. 
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Entities usually aim to meet legislated deadlines, but should work towards providing 

information earlier.  

23. Accessible: For information to be accessible, the public noted that it must be both 

understandable (see paragraph 24) and physically accessible. For information to be 

physically accessible, the manner in which government reports it should receive careful 

consideration. Organisations agree that the best way to reach the public is for 

government to have a multi-platform approach, e.g. a combination of websites, radio and 

television, newspapers, and face-to-face engagements. For everyday members of the 

public to access information, it must be available free of charge and with a low cost to 

access, e.g. small data usage if internet-based. 

24. Understandable, well organised and user-friendly: Information in financial statements 

requires a high level of financial literacy to understand. Civil society organisations that 

have the necessary skills and tools to analyse information indicated a need for access to 

raw, bulk data. Members of the public that do not have the skills and tools to analyse 

raw, bulk data have a need for information to be reported in a simple, interpreted and 

concise manner, and for information to be accompanied by explanations that any person 

can understand. The use of accounting terms and jargon hampers the public’s ability to 

understand the information. Information is easier to understand if it does not just consist 

of narrative and numbers, but includes graphics, graphs and charts, and animations. 

Level of government from which the public needs information 

25. The research showed that the level of government from which the public needs 

information depends on the user. Civil society organisations and the media need 

information from all levels of government in order to follow a budget, spending and 

service delivery from national to local government. However, everyday members of the 

public need information about matters that affect their everyday lives from local 

government, which is the level from which they (a) directly receive services, (b) have a 

direct relationship, and (c) can best hold government accountable. Since relationships 

often exist with ward councillors, the research identified the need for reporting to the 

public on a level as low as per ward and per project. As the information needs of 

everyday members of the public mature, they will be increasingly interested in receiving 

information from provincial and national government, i.e. the bigger picture. 

Information currently available 

26. The research identified the information that is currently available to the public and how it 

is used. Many platforms were identified, which includes portals that the National 

Treasury is developing with civil society organisations (Municipal Money and 

Vulekamali), the Auditor-General’s General Reports, the National Treasury’s website, 

quarterly performance information published by provincial Departments of the Premier, 

and many other platforms developed by civil society organisations and other government 

entities. Refer to attachment 5(c) for the detailed information on the platforms available.  

Challenges in current environment 

27. Financial and budget illiteracy of the public, including the media, was identified as one of 

the key challenges in the current environment that prevents government from reaching 

the public effectively. The research found this challenge exists in other sectors of society 

as well, e.g. elected representatives. The public’s general lack of understanding of the 
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roles and responsibilities of various levels of government further hinders their ability to 

hold government accountable. The research also identified language as a barrier for 

everyday members of the public to understand reported information, as government and 

the media usually report in English. 

28. Access to information and government is a key challenge for the public, especially in 

rural communities. Current reporting is often in a format that requires a significant 

amount of data to download and is not user-friendly and understandable, for example, 

annual financial statements and annual reports. Entities often report in a manner that 

requires financial resources, skills and time to understand, which automatically excludes 

the majority of the members of the public. The public is further often unable to reach 

government in order to engage with them.   

29. The quality and reliability of information reported is a key challenge for the public. The 

auditor’s reports and the Auditor-General’s General Reports echo this. The public is 

especially concerned with the reliability of unaudited information, including in-year 

information.  

30. The public indicated that it can be difficult to find the desired information in a relatively 

short period of time, because government reports information across many different 

platforms, and sometimes the same information is reported inconsistently. This results in 

the public being unsure where to get information they need, or being unaware of 

information that is published. Although there is an abundance of information, this has not 

translated into a knowledgeable public.  

31. The public is unable to follow money from the national budget through to services 

delivered at a local government level. This is because departments apply the MCS and 

local government the Standards of GRAP, which makes it difficult to reconcile 

information between the various levels of government.  

32. Entities’ use of inadequate indicators to measure and report their performance does not 

allow the public to hold them accountable. Indicators vary among entities and do not 

always measure service delivery performance. This is most relevant for local government 

and public entities, as indicators are largely standardised for departments. 

33. As a result of the challenges in the current environment noted above, there is a lack of 

public participation in government’s processes. The results of the International Open 

Budget Initiative survey that South Africa participates in evidenced this. The survey 

considers information on the budget process, the implementation, and oversight of the 

budget. Although South Africa jointly rated first with New Zealand in 2017 on an open 

and transparent budget process, we scored low as a country on public participation. 

Assurance on information provided to the public 

34. As indicated in paragraph 20, the public needs information that is reliable, and therefore 

indicated they require audited information.  

35. Research of audit standards and discussions with auditors and IRBA highlighted that 

there are matters to be considered regarding the engagement of external auditors on 

reported information. Different options exist for external auditors to ensure government 

reports credible and reliable information to the public.  
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36. For example, an assurance engagement on reported information other than historical 

financial information in accordance with the International Standard on Assurance 

Engagements: Assurance Engagements Other than Audits or Reviews of Historical 

Financial Information (ISAE 3000); an agreed upon procedures engagement in 

accordance with the International Standard on Related Services (ISRS) 4400; and part of 

the audit of annual financial statements, in accordance with the International Standard on 

Auditing on The Auditor’s Responsibilities Relating to Other Information in Documents 

Containing Audited Financial Statements (ISA 720).  

37. The appropriate type of audit engagement depends on the nature and type of reporting. 

There are also practical issues for auditors and entities to consider for an audit 

engagement to be undertaken, for example, audit capacity and potential cost 

implications for entities.  

SUMMARY OF RESULTS OF RESEARCH 

Key findings 

38. For purposes of this project, the Secretariat defined who will be considered “the public”, 

in paragraphs 10 and 11. 

39. The research confirmed that the public has a clear need for information they can use to 

hold government accountable.  

(a) The key types of information that the public needs are as follows: 

 Information that links the budget, financial and performance information so that 

the public knows how money was spent and what was achieved from the 

spending. 

 Information related to service delivery, including where issues exist, reasons for 

those issues, and how they will be addressed.  

 Information on capital expenditure, including the maintenance of assets that are 

used to deliver services.  

 Financial viability information, including forward-looking information.  

(b) For information to be useful, government should report it in a simple and concise 

manner so that everyday members of the public can understand it and easily access 

it. Government should also report it in a timely manner. The public further needs this 

information to be reliable, and reliability is improved if the information is audited. 

There are, however, matters to be considered before auditors can provide assurance 

on reported information.  

(c) Everyday members of the public are interested in information that affects their 

everyday lives, and feel they can best hold government accountable at a local 

government level, per ward and for specific projects. Civil society organisations and 

the media need information from all levels of government. 

40. The research identified that there are various platforms with information currently 

available, ranging from raw data to fully interpreted data, across all levels of government. 

It is, however, not the right type of information and challenges in the current 

environment, such as the public’s illiteracy, inaccessibility and unreliability of information, 

prevent the public from accessing and effectively using the information to participate in 

government processes and to hold government accountable. 
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Sufficiency of consultation 

41. Before being able to make decisions about how to progress the project, the nature and 

extent of the Secretariat’s research and consultation should be assessed. From the 

project brief, the initial phase of the research should consider the areas included in 

paragraph 5. The research aimed to consult the public through representative bodies, 

the OAG, auditors (including AGSA) and the IRBA. Preparers were not consulted in this 

phase of the project, but will be consulted if the Board decides to continue developing 

reporting requirements.  

42. The Technical Committee supported the Secretariat’s view that sufficient research and 

consultation was undertaken to conclude on the matters in the project brief. The 

Technical Committee suggested that councillors should be consulted in the next phase 

of the project, if necessary, to identify the information their constituents require from 

them. 

MATTER FOR DISCUSSION #1 

The Board is requested to CONFIRM the Technical Committee’s conclusion that 

sufficient research and consultation was undertaken in the first phase of the project. 

PROPOSALS TO PROGRESS THE PROJECT 

The public 

43. As indicated in paragraphs 10 and 11, the research identified “the public” as being those 

individuals and organisations (or their representatives) that provide resources such as 

taxes, levies and other fees to, and receive services from, government and have an 

interest in the work done by government with the aim of holding government 

accountable. The public includes, for example, tax payers (individuals and 

organisations), indigent service recipients, civil society organisations, NGOs, and the 

media. The public excludes people or groups that have the ability to access detailed 

information and access government officials, to hold entities accountable. For example, 

elected representatives and government lenders are excluded. 

44. The Technical Committee supported the description of “the public” for purposes of this 

project. 

MATTER FOR DISCUSSION #2 

The Board is requested to CONFIRM the groups of society that are considered “the 

public” for this project. 

Current reporting requirements 

45. In considering actions the Board could undertake to progress the project, it would be 

important to consider reporting requirements that currently exist. There are various 

legislated requirements for entities to report financial and performance information to a 

number of different entities. For example, the following is currently required: 

 The PFMA section 40(4)(b) requires departments to report monthly financial 

information compared to the budget to National Treasury. 

 The Treasury Regulations section 5.3 requires entities to report quarterly 

performance information to executive authorities.  
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 The MFMA sections 71 and 87 require municipalities and municipal entities to report 

monthly actual versus budget financial information to council and provincial 

treasuries.  

 The MFMA sections 72 and 88 require bi-annual financial and performance 

information reported to the mayor, provincial treasuries and National Treasury. 

 The Municipal Systems Act requires municipalities to report on specific matters 

mostly related to performance, e.g. to COGTA. 

 Other acts, such as the National Environmental Management and Waste Act, and the 

Water Services Act, require entities to report non-financial information in-year and 

annually.  

46. Although not all the information listed above is currently publicly available, an abundance 

of information is already publicly available (refer paragraph 26). The National Treasury 

and DPME noted that entities experience “reporting fatigue”. In considering options to 

progress the project, the Board could consider how current reporting requirements can 

be strengthened to provide information to the public that they need in an accessible way, 

instead of introducing new reporting requirements.  

Problem statement 

47. The research identified that, at present, there is an abundance of public sector 

information made publicly available by government and other organisations. However, 

this has not translated into a knowledgeable public. The public expressed a clear need 

for information that they can use to hold government accountable. The key reasons for 

the existing information gap, which this project aims to address, are as follows: 

 The information that the public needs is not available. Information that links an 

entity’s budget to actual expenditure and performance is not currently reported. 

Information reported on an entity’s service delivery performance, capital expenditure, 

and financial viability is also not sufficient. 

 The information that is currently available is not accessible by everyday members of 

the public, because:  

o Information is not understandable. It is either too aggregated, or is too detailed 

(e.g. raw data), accounting and audit terminology and jargon are used, and the 

public is not financially literate. 

o Information is scattered across various platforms and not easy to find, and not 

made available in a user-friendly manner. It is either too large and costly to 

access or download, or the format is unreadable. 

 The public views the information provided by government as unreliable. They 

indicated for information to be useful to them, it must be audited. Most of the 

information currently available is unaudited. 

 Information is not available in a timely manner and not reported frequently enough. 

Information that is made available very late to the public or infrequently loses its 

relevance and does not enable the public to participate in government’s processes 

and hold government accountable. 

48. A solution is needed that would report information to the public that meets their needs 

and will enable them to make decisions and hold government accountable. Because an 
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abundance of information is already available and entities experience reporting fatigue 

(see paragraphs 26 and 46), the solution should ideally focus on making existing 

information more accessible by bringing information together that is meaningful and 

reliable, without duplicating existing reporting.  

Board’s mandate 

49. In order for the Board to decide how to progress the project, and the role it can play in 

the solution needed to address the public’s information needs, the Board should consider 

its mandate. Per section 89 of the Public Finance Management Act, the Board is 

mandated to perform the following functions:  

(a) set standards of generally recognised accounting practice as required by section 

216(1)(a) of the Constitution, for the annual financial statements of: 

(i) departments; 

(ii) public entities; 

(iii) constitutional institutions; 

(iv) municipalities and boards, commissions, companies, corporations, funds or 

other entities under the ownership control of a municipality; and 

(v) Parliament and the provincial legislatures; 

(b) prepare and publish directives and guidelines concerning the standards set in terms 

of paragraph (a); 

(c) recommend to the Minister effective dates of implementation of these standards for 

the different categories of institutions to which these standards apply; and 

(d) perform any other function incidental to advancing financial reporting in the public 

sector. 

50. To address the problem statement in paragraphs 47 and 48, some of the actions needed 

to respond to the public’s information needs may be outside the Board’s mandate. For 

example, the DPME is responsible for performance reporting requirements, and the 

National Treasury for the requirements for in-year reporting, and annual reports. 

Options for the Board to consider 

51. To address the issues summarised in paragraphs 47 and 48, the Secretariat considered 

options to progress the project, which could be phased into practice. These options 

included: 

 In-year reporting of 2 – 3 pages per a standard template with the types of information 

that the public needs.   

 Amending the existing budget reporting requirements of the Standard of GRAP on 

Presentation of Budget Information in Financial Statements (GRAP 24), and linking it 

to performance. 

 Including a template with key information the public needs in the annual report, which 

could be reported separately from the annual report as well. 

52. The Technical Committee considered further options could include: 

 Reporting to the public that builds on the information reported in segment reports, to 

include the types of information the public needs. 
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 A people’s guide on financial statements that will close the loop from the National 

Treasury’s people’s guide on the budget, to how the budget was spent.  

 Reporting of key information to the public in a visually appealing and easy to 

understand manner, outside of financial statements, which could be introduced 

through a guideline that is not mandatory and not part of the GRAP reporting 

framework, which could be phased into practice. 

53. The Technical Committee noted the following potential issues in prescribing reporting 

requirements for the public:  

 Reporting the types of information the public needs and the frequency of when they 

need it is not aligned to the Board’s mandate. 

 The Board’s pronouncements address the needs of a wide range of users, whereas 

only the information needs of the public (one group of user) is considered in this 

project.  

 Existing challenges, such as reporting fatigue of entities, information being unreliable, 

and financial illiteracy of the public, would remain challenges if further reporting 

requirements are introduced.  

 The project may be premature, given the developments in the current environment by 

other organisations such as the National Treasury, who is developing platforms that 

make information available to the public. 

54. On balance, the Technical Committee proposed that the Board considers the following 

actions to progress the project. These actions can be done independently of each other, 

and more than one action, or all actions can be considered: 

(a) The results of the research could be made public. Instead of publishing it in a 

Research Paper, which includes only the factual findings from the research, the 

Board could consider developing a Guideline. Such a guideline could provide 

guidance to entities that want to report information to the public on what they should 

consider when preparing such reports. The guideline would be based on the results 

of the research, and further consultations would be undertaken with stakeholders in 

accordance with the Board’s due process. The guideline could also include illustrative 

examples of reporting to the public. As per the Board’s policy on Nature of 

Pronouncements to be Developed, guidelines are not authoritative, but they may 

form part of the GRAP Reporting Framework which entities may need to consider, if 

the Board so decides.  

(b) A project can be undertaken where the information needs of the public identified 

through the research are compared to the current requirements of the Standards of 

GRAP. The requirements of the Standards could be reconsidered to better address 

the public’s information needs. This will entail that the Board follows its due process 

to amend requirements of the Standards, and will therefore include consultations with 

various groups of stakeholders. Amendments that could be considered include, for 

example, reconsidering reporting requirements on capital expenditure. 

(c) The development of standardised key performance measures can provide 

information to the public about how well an entity has performed. Such performance 

measures would be based on information already reported in the financial 

statements. A possible project on performance measures is included in the proposed 
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Exposure Draft on Identifying Projects to Prioritise on the ASB’s Work Programme for 

1 April 2020 to 31 March 2023, which could incorporate this matter. Based on 

feedback the Board receives from stakeholders on the Exposure Draft, a separate 

project on developing standardised performance measures could be considered.   

MATTER FOR DISCUSSION #3 

The Board is requested to:  

(a) DEBATE the options proposed by the Technical Committee; 

(b) CONSIDER if any other options should be explored; and  

(c) if deemed appropriate, APPROVE an option(s) to progress the project. 

Other matters 

55. Information reported across various platforms: To address the current issue of 

information overload, information being difficult to find, and information being unreliable, 

the Technical Committee noted that the Secretariat could share the public’s concerns 

and information needs with the National Treasury. The National Treasury can consider 

these in the platforms they are currently developing. 

56. Educational material: The research identified a need to educate the public on what the 

roles and responsibilities of various levels of government are, in order for them to be able 

to hold government accountable. There is also a need to educate the public (and other 

groups of society) to better understand budget, financial and performance information 

reported by government. The Technical Committee proposed that a discussion could be 

held with the National Treasury on the development of educational material for the 

public. 

MATTERS FOR DISCUSSION #4 

The Board is requested to INDICATE whether it agrees with the Technical 

Committee’s proposals in paragraphs 55 and 56. 

 

 

 


