
The latest Academies Financial Handbook (“AFH2020”) has been released which replaces the 2019 version and comes 
in to effect 1 September 2020. As in previous years, it should be read by members, trustees, local governors, accounting 
officers, chief financial officers and clerks to the board. 

The new handbook contains important clarifications and a number of key changes. The ESFA has included a useful 
summary on page 9 with the changes being categorised in to governance, executive team, general controls and 
transparency, internal scrutiny and annual accounts. 

So what has changed?

Governance

This area mainly contains clarifications which include: 

 � AFH2020 discusses the importance of assessing going concern alongside referencing a good practice guide (2.8). 
This guide discusses going concern and provides helpful tips to challenge the financial status of the trust (Annex A).

 � The role of the member has again been clarified. AFH2020 explains that a member’s role is one which is ‘eyes on and 
hands off’ and avoids compromising the board’s discretion. However, it now explains that members should be kept 
informed about trust business so they can be assured the board is exercising effective governance. Trusts should 
review their current dialogue with the members in light of this (1.6 – 1.8).

 � As before, AFH2020 specifies that academies “must” have at least 3 members but “should” have at least 5. Employees 
cannot be members and there should be separation between trustees and members (1.4). 

 � The trust now “must” appoint a clerk to support the board. Previously this was a “should” (1.40).

Executive team

This area contains an important key change:

 � The ESFA has now stipulated that the chief financial officer (CFO) should be an employee of the trust. If not, it is a 
requirement to seek approval from the ESFA (1.36). The CFO is the ‘trust’s finance director, business manager or 
equivalent’.

 � Larger academies (for example those with over 3000 pupils) are encouraged to consider relevant accountancy 
qualifications (1.37). This includes accountancy qualifications available from professional bodies such as the ICAEW, 
ACCA, CIMA or CIPFA (including CIPFA qualifications developed in partnership with ISBL).
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General controls and transparency

AFH2020 includes a number of clarifications around expected controls and transparency. These include:

 � Trusts must maintain a fixed asset register (2.7).

 � An expectation that the board should challenge pupil numbers termly as they underpin revenue projections (2.12).

 � Boards are encouraged to take an integrated approach to curriculum and financial planning so that they are confident 
about planning the best curriculum for their pupils and delivering the trust’s educational priorities (2.13).

 � A new requirement that the trust must publish on its website the number of employees whose benefits exceeded 
£100k. This is an extract from the disclosure in its financial statements for the previous year ended 31 August. 
Benefits for this purpose include salary, other taxable benefits and termination payments, but not the trust’s own 
pension costs (2.32).

 � Confirmation that the trust’s funds must not be used to purchase alcohol (2.35).

 � The trustees must agree the whistleblowing procedure and publish it on the trust’s website (2.44).

 � All trusts must complete the School resource management self-assessment tool and submit the completed checklist 
to ESFA by the specified annual deadline (6.8).

Internal scrutiny

As before, this area is growing in significance each year as the ESFA emphasises the importance of the role. The key 
changes this year include:

 � Updated guidance to explain the role can include both financial and non-financial controls (3.1).

 � The removal of the option for the external auditor to undertake the internal auditor role (3.17). 

Annual accounts

 � This area surrounds the remit of the audit committee and includes considering the effectiveness and resources of the 
external auditor’s role such as their sector expertise and the quality of auditor comments and recommendations (4.17). 

It is strongly recommended that trusts review the AFH2020 in detail and review the current processes in place to consider 
its compliance and best practice. AFH2020 includes a useful schedule of the “must” requirements in Part 8.

If you would like any further information or support, please get in contact and we will be more than happy to help.
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