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Academy Trust Handbook 2021 - Changes 

 

Staff Note   

July 2021 
 

The Academy Trust Handbook (ATH2021) – previously the Academies Financial Handbook - is issued 

by ESFA annually. Academy trusts must comply with the ATH as a condition of their funding 

agreement.  ATH 2021 is effective from 1 September 2021.  

 

The ATH changes this year have more of a governance theme to them. The ATH has a wider scope 

than previous Academies Financial Handbooks, describing trusts’ responsibilities on a wider range of 

areas, including safeguarding, H&S and estates management. It still helpfully includes in Part 8 a list of 

the “musts”, which we use as a basis for regularity reporting and internal scrutiny.  

 

Remember: 

• ‘must’ – identifies requirements.  

• ‘should’ – identifies minimum good practice which trusts should apply unless they can 

demonstrate that an alternative approach better suits their circumstances. 

The main new requirements are summarised below. 

 

ATH 

ref 

A new 

“must”? 

Headline requirement Comment 

  Main requirements  

2.4  Frequency of review of 

scheme of delegation of 

financial powers  

Should be reviewed annually, and “immediately” 

when there has been a change in trust 

management or organisational structure. Adds to 

the existing requirement to approve a written 

scheme of delegation 

2.32  What trusts need to 

publish on their website re 

employees whose benefits 

exceed £100k 

Requirement introduced 2020. Employers’ pension 

benefits now included – so the disclosure now 

differs from the high pay bandings in the financial 

statements. Off-payroll arrangements must be 

included. 

2.51  Governance documents 

that need to be available 

for public  

inspection 

For meetings of trustees / LGBs / committees, 

agendas, minutes and meeting papers may need to 

be made available for public inspection. Exclusions 

for material relating to named staff / students and 

confidential matters  

  Internal scrutiny  

3.10  The chair of the audit and 

risk committee should not 

be the same  

person as the chair of the 

finance committee 

N/A where these committees are not separate. 
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ATH 

ref 

A new 

“must”? 

Headline requirement Comment 

3.15  Internal scrutiny must not 

be carried out by a 

member of the  

senior leadership team 

 

 

 

Adds to prohibitions for AO, CFO and other 

members of the finance team.  

  Accounts and audit  

4.5  Trusts should re-tender for 

their external audit service 

at least every 5 years 

Remind also of the requirement in 2020 that audit 

committees “produce an annual report of the 

committee’s conclusions to advise the board of 

trustees and members, including recommendations 

on the reappointment or dismissal or retendering 

of the external auditor, and their remuneration.” 

  Delegated authorities  

5.12 Y Trusts must obtain prior 

approval for staff 

severance payments  

of £100k or more which 

include a non-

statutory/non-contractual 

element, and/or where the 

employee earns over £150k  

Adds to the requirement for prior permission for 

severance payment including non-statutory/non-

contractual element of £50k or more. 

 

NB “special severance payment” in the text broadly 

equates to non-statutory/non-contractual 

  ESFA  

6.5 Y Requirement for trusts to 

give third parties 

permission to provide 

information to ESFA  

E.g. in an ESFA investigation 

6.16 

 

 

 

6.17 

Y 

 

 

 

Y 

Advice and guidance on 

cybercrime  

Trusts must also be aware of the risk of cybercrime, 

put in place proportionate controls and take 

appropriate action where a cyber security incident  

has occurred. 

 

Trusts must obtain permission from ESFA to pay 

any cyber ransom demands. 

  Roles and responsibilities  

1.4 Y Information on suitability 

checks for existing and 

future members 

Trusts must ensure that their members are not 

currently subject to a prohibiting direction  

under s128 of the Education and Skills Act 2008, 

and that they don’t appoint such a person as a 

member.   (School staff can download from the DfE 

a list of all the people with a section 128 direction 

and check against them.) 

1.11  Trusts should have 

reserved places for 

parents/carers in their 

governance structure 

Articles of Association will specify. 

SATs: at least 2 trustees 

MATs: at last 2 trustees or 2 on each LGB 
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ATH 

ref 

A new 

“must”? 

Headline requirement Comment 

1.23  Process for appointing a 

senior executive leader as a 

trustee 

From 1 March 2022 any newly appointed CEO can 

only be a  trustee if the members decide to appoint 

them as such, the CEO agrees and the trust’s 

articles permit it.   

 

As before , there’s a strong DfE preference for no 

other employees to serve as trustees, nor for 

trustees to occupy staff establishment roles on an 

unpaid voluntary basis 

1.32  Emphasise value of 

external reviews of 

governance 

“Can be a more powerful diagnostic tool than a 

self-evaluation”. Particularly important before a 

significant change (e.g. trust growth). Strong DfE 

preference that these are conducted routinely 

1.36  Trust to liaise with RSC 

when CEO is planning to 

leave 

 

 

 

 

This document is designed for the information of readers. Whilst every effort is made to ensure 
accuracy, information contained in this document may not be comprehensive and recipients should 
not act upon it without seeking professional advice it without seeking professional advice. 

 

 
 
 
 


